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Prologue 


In the distant past, a man wondered aloud: “Who 
am I?” His question sounded clear. “A good man!” 
his best friend cheered. “A tall, handsome man!” 
his wife praised. No answers held any falsehoods, 
as he knew his own visage very well from the 
riverbed whenever he’d go and wash himself there, 
yet he always believed that there was more below 
those murky waters that cast his reflection. The 
man, however, like any of his fellow tribesmen, was 
unable to swim: a fact that seemed to deeply upset 
only him. Unable to withhold his curiosity any 
longer, he carefully reached out to the river. He 
found himself unable to reach the bottom that he 
desperately wanted to touch, causing him to 
recklessly keep leaning over more and more, before 
eventually plunging into the waters to his drowning 
death. His family grieved for him, of whom his son 
did so the most. The boy funnelled his sorrow into a 
zeal for learning; ardently teaching himself how to 
swim. After mastering the craft, he aptly descended 
unto the riverbed; keen to retrieve his father’s body. 
After the dozenth dive in vain in the freezing waters, 
he latched on to an ankle. “I’ve found my father!” 
he ecstatically exclaimed — but who did the young 
man really find? 
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Act I: Autumn 
Chapter 1: Listening listlessly 


A clock bore two children that endlessly conversed. 
Tick, tock, loud and clear, echoing about. 

“In due time, everything will be fine!” one 
sibling emphatically ticked. 

“Fine?” her brother grimly tocked. “Death awaits 
us all at the end ...” 

Their black and white sentiments perpetually 
intermixed to cast a shade of grey. Somewhere in 
the United Commonwealth, Room 291 of 
Sutherham’s Red Cross Hospital to be precise, 
exactly that shade of grey was present. It was a dull, 
grey room: bland in every possible perspective. 
There was no personality to it other than the meagre 
addition of an artificial orchid on the doctor’s desk, 
which was the only piece of decoration my eyes 
could spot. 

“Tick, tock,” the clockwork brethren sang and 
shouted into my ears again, their symphony piercing 
through the silence as they were seconds short from 
10:10. I curled my jacket around my hand as I 
patiently waited; four more ticks and three more 
tocks it would take until a man’s voice was to 
relegate the twins’ timeless ticking and tocking to 
that of mere background noise. 
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“Hello, Mr Augustin, please sit down,” the 
doctor absent-mindedly implored as I laid my jacket 
to rest against the arm of the chair I had been 
directed towards. The doctor’s unkempt auburn 
hair, paired with a coffee stain on his white cotton 
apron, complemented his indifferent intonation. 
There was a mocking cliché to his appearance, 
apparent even in the faint blue-tinted reflection of 
the glare of his computer screen, which echoed 
through his glasses. Through those echoes you 
could glimpse the heavy bags under his eyes. He 
clearly carried a load of his own, not any different 
from the factory workers which menially haul 
cumbersome cargo for hours on end. Even though 
he had politely urged me to sit down a brief second 
ago, it begged the question of whether he was even 
astutely aware of my presence. He seemed lost to 
the loud, rattling strokes he was making on his 
computer’s keyboard. 

Halting the concerto of keystrokes for a moment, 
he took off his glasses to rub those tired eyes, 
briefly looking at his desk up and down, before 
locking his gaze with mine again. There was an 
instant change in his demeanour: never before did a 
single stare make all the hairs on my body stand 
upright the way they did right now. His chartreuse 
eyes seemed even colder, as if the green forest of 
his irises were being dragged into a leafless and 
barren winter. 


Page |8 


“We’ve just received your results,” he intoned 
sternly. “Mr Augustin. I’m sorry to inform you that 
you suffer from an incurable and terminal genetic 
disorder: Huntington’s disease,” his verdict 
sounded, but his prior aspect had already betrayed 
the bad news. 

What did I have to say regarding this 
development? What did I even think of it? I had 
always wondered how people would react to 
receiving such news. Doesn’t everyone? I always 
imagined that panic would take hold; that the 
person’s mind would space out, chucking them into 
a catatonic state. There was no panic, only the 
feeling of a sickening realisation oozing in as I sat 
there: my attention was undivided, and my pupils 
diluted. I knew I had to listen closely; hoping for 
the vocal pinch from the doctor’s mouth that’d 
wake me from this twisted nightmare — but the 
pinch never came, nor did the chill ever leave the 
room. Instead, it gripped me; as if tendrils spew 
forth from his mouth, choking me with his words: 
jargon, jargon, jargon. There was little jargon, 
however, only an abstract torture from ‘hope’, 
which is an odd word to place in the same 
conversation as ‘terminal’. 

““’.. The symptoms you were worried about are 
all a result of Huntington’s. Even with no cure 
currently available, there’s still hope—” 
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“Please, don’t sugar-coat it. What is going to 
happen to me?” I demanded quaveringly, and the 
doctor spared not a single second to comply. 

“For starters, the symptoms like your recent 
mood swings and spasms, of which you were 
concerned about, will worsen. You will eventually 
have seizures, along with experiencing more 
difficulty with your movement. A lot of patients 
subsequently feel depressed.” He paused for a bit, 
clearing his throat, as if uttering such terrifying 
realities with his linguistic tendrils had caused a 
minor irritation to his oesophagus, but it wasn’t all 
out yet. 

“Tt will ... eventually break down all your motor 
functions, and at the end you will lose control of 
your autonomic functions. Like breathing.” 

I pictured it, all too vividly: withering away, and 
being completely aware at that. My vocal cords 
urged my lips - Just say something, damn it! But all 
my mouth could do was tremble and tremor instead. 
“T can prescribe Tetrabenazine in order to alleviate 
some of the symptoms you’re facing now,” the 
doctor continued, before taking a brief pause, 
inhaling deeply. “... And like I said, despite there 
currently being no cure, there have been some 
major leaps in the field of treating genetic disorders, 
such as yours. There is hope, thankfully.” 

“So how long do I have, exactly?” I asked, 
finally mustering the strength to speak. 
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“Yours might be a rare variety. In a worst-case 
scenario, you’d have four to five years.” Four years, 
he said. J can’t even remember how fast the last 
four went by. 

“We can offer you some counselling,” he 
suggested. “Other than that, it’d be a good idea if 
you could come by every month for a check-up, if 
that is alright with you?” 

Almost anything other than this would be alright 
with me. How can I be alright with a measly four 
years? And despite that, I sat there and nodded, as if 
I was accepting my own expiry date like a fool. 

“Do you have any more questions perhaps, Mr 
Augustin?” he inquired, and I sure did; oh, how 
many questions I had — yet all I could do was stare 
at the ground, counting the little bits of fabric that 
were sticking out of the blue carpet flooring. I 
wanted to scream — that it was all a lie, that they 
must have made a mistake. 

Instead, I shook my head a dozen times as I 
picked up my coat, before hastily leaving the room. 
I could hear my name being called, but instead of 
turning around, I hastened my steps. I accelerated, 
almost into a running pace, flashing by the room 
numbers on the second floor; 280, 270. The elevator 
was just up ahead. I continued past the offices, 260, 
250. Was there no end to these halls? Neurology on 
the right, pathology from behind. I knew I had to 
keep running — / can’t stop ... I can’t stop. 
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No, I couldn’t afford to stand still. About to pass 
Room 240, I noticed a staircase in-between it and 
myself. Where is the elevator again? Oh, to hell 
with it, I'll take the stairs instead. From Two- 
hundred to one hundred steps unto the first— to zero 
unto the ground floor. Forty numbers left and three 
more gates that contained me within this place. 
Almost — I was almost out. Seeing me in this state of 
tautness, you might consider that there were close to 
a million things running through my head, but I 
prevented them from fully registering by having my 
body run instead. Regardless, there was one single 
thing that occupied my mind, or perhaps even two. 
The first was caused by my sense of smell. It was 
the medicine, that hallmark hospital stench, so vile 
and repulsive, making me feel extremely nauseous. 
I had to run away from it, as if death itself was 
chasing me. It had always lingered in these halls, 
but now I was unable to ignore it. And the second? 
That there was one more door I had to cross 
through. One more gate: a revolving glass sentinel 
that spun so slowly, as if it had the diabolical 
intention to hold me back on purpose. It even 
impishly ground to a halt when I pushed it in an 
attempt to make it turn faster. It didn’t matter now. I 
could feel it, the fresh outside air that snuck in 
through the bottom of that door; a zephyr of relief. 

I reached into my pockets as I stepped outside, 
feeling my hands tremble uncontrollably. Even 
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now, my mind seemed surprisingly calm, yet my 
body fervently disagreed. I bumbled around with 
my lighter, attempting to fire up a red Warlboro 
coffin nail with some difficulty. “Light up already 
...” I murmured, while tightly clenching the 
cigarette between my lips. Finally, there was fire, 
and smoke followed shortly. I pressed the bud 
against my lips and inhaled deeply. Ah, my oldest 
affair; the tar-black, on-and-off relationship 
between tobacco and myself; her harsh caress 
against my throat — 1 would never dream of giving 
up this masochistic relationship. If anything, that 
inhalation would be the literal highlight of my day. 
There was something calming about dampening 
your lungs with tar and heavy smoke; inhaling the 
vaporised burdens of the world, exhaling it with 
satisfaction. In, and out, it’s meditation for the 
modern metropolitan. It was easier and certainly 
more gratifying than any yoga exercise. Healthy, 
however? I guess that was no longer a concern. 
With my toxic love about to be burned out, I 
opened up my right hand and watched how it 
trembled. Without a moment’s hesitation, I pressed 
its remains against the centre of my palm and 
painlessly watched how the embers danced off from 
my now-scorched skin, gently in pairs over the 
blowing wind, leaving a tar-black mark. /t’s not 
real, right? I thought to myself, but as soon as I 
gave the hospital building one final glare, a sharp 
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sensation set in alongside the burn’s sting; that 
bland concrete structure, imposing, just from its 
sheer size. It eerily contrasted with the sky; a 
dichotomy between hope and despair. Four more 
years ... | thought to myself, as a disoriented me 
looked at the aching, smouldered dot on my right 
hand before a faint vibration from my left pocket 
brought me back to my senses: an anonymous 
caller. 

I knew that had to either be my fiancée or a 
salesman, both options left me emphatically with no 
desire to answer. The former I could lay off for 
now, but the latter? Preferably forever. I stared at 
the device as it persistently kept on ringing. 

“It’s rang out four times now, for Christ’s sake. 
Take a hint!” I hissed at the device, as if the caller 
could hear me. They couldn’t, and after it had rung 
out for a fifth instance, I felt forced into answering 
it when it began ringing for the sixth time. 

“Hello!” a cheerful voice sang out through the 
horn. It was indeed her. 

“Hey, ’Ness,” I aloofly replied. 

“Are you coming home soon?” she asked. “I was 
about to start cooking, is pasta fine?” 

“Yeah, great ... I'll be there in a bit,” I 
responded with the same poignant tone. 

“How was your appointment at the doctor’s 
today?” 
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“T can’t talk right now; I'll see you soon. Bye,” I 
bluntly stated. Without saying anything else, I hung 
up the phone, as I felt one more second on the line 
could’ve caused me to lash out. I closed my eyes 
and winced as I opened the door of my car. It 
wasn’t the cigarette burn that made me do that, but 
rather a thought. How can I even begin to explain 
something that I don’t even understand yet myself? 


Chapter 2: Empty Stomachs 


I stepped into my car, loudly slamming the door 
shut out of frustration, before aggressively revving 
up the engine, just to blow off some steam. Exiting 
the parking lot, I entrenched myself in my thoughts. 
I didn’t think about my life, nor about the news the 
doctor had informed me of. No, my mind was 
occupied by the display of nature on my journey as 
I drove home: I was completely enthralled by it. 
From the countless birches that surrounded the 
meandering road past Arlington Walk, to the young 
poplars that marched linearly one after another at 
the sides of the road, right past Alcray Avenue. The 
trees lived and breathed a gentle autumn breeze that 
blew waves into their vermilion leaves. That was 
what I was thinking about: how that must have 
sounded like, the resonating rustling of those 
golden-red leaves that gracefully darted like 
feathers from a similarly gilded sun and sky on the 
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horizon, which was dusking as the clock from my 
car’s dashboard beckoned it to at 18:05. 

With two consecutive turns left and the setting 
sun now shining on my back, I parked my car on the 
driveway of 4 Montpelier Terrace. All of the 
residences in the cul-de-sac were modern and 
unique. Like beauty, however, uniqueness too lies 
in the eye of the beholder, as from door number one 
to nine, each architect incorporated the craze of 
open floor plans and organic light fixtures, 
alongside the exclusive use of plain geometric 
shapes. The address of the neighbour facing us, 
number six to be specific, consisted of two simple 
but differently sized perpendicular rectangles. The 
tallest of the twins had its bottom half made out of 
clear glass while the upper part was padded with 
birch wood boards. As went for its structural 
sibling, she was the inverse, with her glass half 
exiting upon two tangential balconies. Twins as 
they were, a concave roof rested atop both of them 
like a family name would. Minimalistic design, they 
call it, and my eagerness at seeing that ocular 
headache every morning on my way to work was 
equally minimalistic. 

Our home, on the other hand, was a pleasant 
sight to behold. Maybe it was due to the simple fact 
that it was our home, but if I had to make an attempt 
to justify my judgement, I’d have to thank the 
architect of our abode for not having limited himself 
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to the use of one polygon: no, our house had 
triangles, which pleasantly sculptured a roof with a 
perfectly incorporated deck atop; our enclave 
rooftop terrace within Montpelier Terrace. 

Approaching the front door in a dwam, I rang the 
bell to which a hurried Vanessa greeted me within 
an instant. 

“Quickly, quickly, I’m almost done 
before disappearing into the kitchen with her umber 
locks of hair trailing behind. 

Spurred by the whip of her timbre voice, I hastily 
took off my shoes and left my jacket on the hanger 
before straddling on the white ashen flooring 
towards my fiancée. 

“Can you help me drain the pasta?” she 
prompted, before picking up the pot from the stove. 

“Sure,” I acquiesced, while she handed the 
cooking ware over. The moment its black handle 
grazed the burn wound on my palm, I dropped it out 
of instinct with a loud yelp. “Fuck!” 

“Oh god, are you alright?” Vanessa gasped, with 
a concerned look on her face, as I silently stared at 
the blistered dot on my right palm. “What’s that on 
your hand?” she inquired even more perturbed. 

“T ... 1 don’t know,” I replied lethargically. 

“Vik, what’s going on? Please tell me.” 

“The doctor—” I started. “I think ... I think I 
have Huntington’s?” I continued, in a questioning 
manner, as if I wasn’t too sure about what I was 


1? 


she urged, 
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saying myself. While the spoiled pasta on the floor 
would no longer be edible, the resulting tension that 
transpired from her dark eyes was palpable. 

“Huntington’s?” she quavered. 

“Yeah ...” I said with a sigh. 

“What is ...? It’s not bad, right?” she responded, 
following here words with a single, anxious laugh. 

“Four years,” I stated coldly. 

“Tt’ll take four years to heal up?” 

“Four years left, "Ness ...” I elaborated. 

“That’s not ... They can — they ... a cure. Is 
there a cure? There has to be, right?” she stuttered, 
shivering to her core. 

“No, he said there wasn’t any.” 

“Anything can be cured! There has to be 
something!” Vanessa objected, to which I silently 
shook my head. “What if they’re wrong?” she 
stammered on. “We should ask for a second opinion 
... | know someone, I—” 

‘“’Ness,” I interrupted sternly. “I don’t think 
they’re wrong about this one.” 


? 


“Why? Why are you so sure?” she maintained, 
before I showed her my right-hand palm. “Ts that ... 
a symptom?” 

“Yes. It’s been getting worse for the past few 
months. You know that,” I stated. 

“But I’ve never seen that wound before!” 

“Tt’s the shaking, ’Ness ...” I clarified. 
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“Then ... what is that?” she inquired, frightened, 
as she pointed at the dot on my palm. 

“A cigarette burn,” I explained. 

“How did that happen?” 

“T did it,” I responded laconically. 

“Why ...?” 

“T don’t know, I wanted to feel—” 

“Then how can you be so sure that the doctors 
are right?” Vanessa debated, interrupting me. 

“T just told you, damn it!” I countered. “It’s not 
in my hands, ’Ness! It’s in my brain; it’s 
everything, and it’s going to get worse by the day!” 

“No ... You’re just afraid!” She shook her head 
in denial. “That’s why they’re shaking,” she 
continued, before lifting her hands up. 

“Look, Vik ...”” Her voice shivered, akin to the 
two limbs she protruded towards me. “Look ... 
they’re shaking, just like yours!” 

“Of course I’m afraid!” I acknowledged bitterly. 
“And you know why? Because I know that they’re 
right! You were the one who told me to go and see 
the doctor in the first place. They don’t have it 
wrong” I affirmed loudly, before the echo of my 
words was swallowed by the walls of our home, 
ushering in a silence. 

“T’m going for a walk,” I murmured listlessly, as 
I made my way back to the entrance. Hearing her 
footsteps trail behind mine, I turned my head to 
look over my right shoulder, and saw her standing 
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behind me. “Alone, please,” I said with finality, and 
exited out the door I had arrived through only 
moments before. 


Chapter 3: Trembling Trees 


I was never one to enjoy a stroll, casual or 
otherwise, thinking them to be a waste of time. 
“You'll get to enjoy it more when you grow older,” 
I could hear the wind howl, preaching the words of 
my father. There’s little enjoyment in it and I surely 
did despise it during my teen years, when he would 
force me to join him in a routine walk through the 
park. Perhaps I disliked it because it was forced, but 
regardless of that, I never got the grand idea behind 
it, and considering my circumstances, I probably 
never would. Nevertheless, I saw myself fit for a 
breather right now. More than anything, I’d rather 
have my body work instead of my mind, and only 
god knows how long my body would still work. 

It took roughly twenty minutes of walking before 
I managed to get into the forests bordering 
Eldingsbrook. I inhaled deeply as I traversed the 
forest path, basking in the rich air that the woods 
gifted her visitors. It’d probably been a decade and 
a half since my last visit there, but hearing the 
sound of gravel crunching under my feet invoked a 
comfortable sense of nostalgia. I felt like I could 
dwell here for hours, all while glaring at the 
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picturesque view of the many trees shedding their 
coats of leaves; their ubiquitous orange hue that 
defines autumn. 

I observed the falling leaves riding a current in 
the air as they gently descended onto the forest bed 
below. The second penny in my head dropped like 
those decaying leaves, albeit not with the same 
grace: my time on earth was finite. The realisation 
intuitively made me press the wound on my hand. 
Its resulting sting was ironically lenient, grounding 
me back to the earth where those leaves laid still. 
The soft pain prevented my mind from wandering 
off too deep into the dark, but wander, it still did. 

I couldn’t help but ponder about the thoughts and 
minds of those from an era long past, where men 
painted cavern walls and prayed to idols of clay. 
Even when they built houses and temples for their 
gods, the ailing were left to the arbitrary whims of 
nature, whether her name was the Hittite goddess 
Shaushka or the Egyptian Sekhmet, their fates were 
not their own. Was it better to just wither away, 
without any distinct knowledge as to what grips you 
towards the grave? Would it be easier to accept that 
your demise was due to some divine will, be it 
through God’s plan or nature’s discourse? Oh, how 
little has changed in that aspect. Regardless of 
present and past, I remain powerless. My case is no 
different, save for some palliation that soothes the 
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tyrant named Huntington’s stranglehold over my 
deteriorating body. 

Through the myriad of leaves that still clung on 
to their mother trees, up and above, I glimpsed the 
celestial candour: It was the night sky, a vulnerable, 
vespertine flower, so delicate that even the slightest 
graze of light would prevent her from blooming. 
What is there not to love about the night? The 
gentle caress from her soft breeze, the pleasing 
euphony of stridulating crickets in the bushes 
around, all while countless stars glitter like a 
million rhinestone eyes; the same miniscule beads 
which my distant ancestors probably admired back 
in their day in that era long past. 

I recalled not having left my home later than 
19:00, to a still illuminated evening. The current 
darkness, however, coincided with the pointers on 
my barely visible watch: 22:28. Looking up once 
again, even those cosmic eyes batted their lashes at 
me, signalling that it was probably wise to start 
heading home. I carefully watched my footing on 
the way back; as it became hard to see and noticed 
my ability to navigate through the now pitch-black 
forest of Eldingsbrook quickly became dependent 
on my sense of touch, rather than sight. It was 
nearly impossible to distinguish the poplar from the 
pine. Was there even a pine there, in the first place? 
Not that it mattered. I knew that as long as I heard 
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and felt that delightful soft crunch under my feet, I 
was heading towards the right direction. 

Branches snapped in conjunction with the 
slithering sound of glabrous auburn leaves as my 
soles slid off them. I could feel another twig crack 
under the weight of my left foot, feeling its slight 
snap reverberating all the way to my upper left leg, 
making it twitch and convulse. Shocked by the 
sudden abhorrent sensation, I grabbed my limb as 
firmly as I could, hoping to curb the spasm. 

With both hands clenched tightly, I started to 
squeeze down with immense pressure. I don’t know 
why, but it felt as if a parasite had nestled deep 
inside. Tighter! I'd think to myself, assuming that I 
could choke it out as long as I applied enough force. 
I’ve had these random convulsions show up in my 
body for several years now, but I didn’t pay them 
any attention, and truthfully, it was better like that. 
I’d brush it off, minding my own business, 
extenuating it as long as I could. Now, however ... 
now it was as if a jackhammer drilled both leg and 
mind. It wasn’t because it had gotten that dire, it 
was because I now knew it to be the symptom of 
something fatal. 

Why did I even decide to go to the doctor, just 
why?! Even having my results one week later, one 
day even! Would I still react like this, like an idiot, 
trying to choke off his own left leg? What a sight 
this must have been ... At least both the forest and 
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dark are good at keeping secrets, but the owls and 
crows, I could hear them mocking me. All the little 
throes that pointed towards the grave, every little 
twitch and each tiny convulsion. 

We constantly praise ourselves as the apex of 
creation. Everything can humble the Goliath, let 
alone a common man like myself. Even in our most 
vast complexities, reality remains such that we’re 
naught but reactionary and impulsive creatures. I’m 
hungry, thus I eat. I’m tired, so I sleep. I’m dying, 
thus I weep, simply built solely around responding 
to the environment around us through basic 
sensations, such as that nagging pain on my right- 
hand palm. We might have gained consciousness, 
the sole factor that catapulted us to the top of our 
self-assigned hierarchy, but by no means did it 
detach us from nature: especially our own nature. 

Our primitive senses have evolved into emotions, 
of which joy seems to be the leitmotif of the modern 
human being. A happy man was once he who had 
his stomach full. Nowadays our stomachs remain 
filled most of the time, yet of true happiness there is 
little sight. Like the additives and adulterations of 
our foods, happiness too is becoming both abstract 
and diluted. We don’t know what we want or need 
anymore, but we do inherently know that we require 
a purpose: a goal to aim for, and bless the simple 
mind that can find purpose within the sole primality 
of carnality, as they are truly in touch with nature. 
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The modern idea of happiness always makes me 
laugh. It’s a joke, and who doesn’t love a joke in 
time? Go, laugh your heart out and share it with a 
friend! The problem lies in that everyone repeats 
that joke called ‘happiness’ ad nauseam. Moreover, 
it’s the type of joke you usually don’t understand, 
but still laugh as to either not seem dim-witted, or to 
not offend the person telling it. Whether or not you 
actually do understand its crude hilarity, you have 
to spread it and tell everyone about it. You have to 
be happy when you watch the television. You have 
to smile and laugh when you open up a soda when 
you share it with a friend. You have to be happy 
when you listen to the radio. Even when you take a 
shit in the toilet, you have to be happy. 

Happiness is the proverbial carrot on top of a 
stick. Whenever we attain goals, we receive our 
prize in the form of a little surge of dopamine. The 
stick subsequently grows taller, and the carrot more 
appealing. You can see it, right? Large and juicy, 
making your mouth water. If you stretch out, your 
fingers can almost reach the succulent, rugged 
vegetable. But that chase has started to disappear. 
With synthetic carrots in overflow, why would you 
put effort into running after the organic? And that’s 
our issue. It’s only the chase: the hunt that sates us; 
the prize is but an afterthought. We might eat our 
fair share, but we'll remain hungry. It’s an empty 
meal, after all, giving off the illusion of 
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nourishment. Our stomachs growl out of starvation 
while billboards and commercials taunt us with 
their pearly whites: “Why aren’t you happy?” 
Maybe that’s another part of our predicament; that 
those billboards are too high to reach, and distract 
us from what we’re holding in our hands. There is 
nothing wrong with having lofty ambitions, but 
seeing how they are synthetically implanted into us 
is. Content is one with what they have, so they’re 
shown what they don’t possess — how else can you 
sell a product without instilling a craving for it first? 
While money can’t buy you happiness, it 
paradoxically enough has turned into a commodity. 
A simple job used to suffice, but standards have 
lifted exorbitantly ever since. We’re told to nobly 
strive for the best there is, yet humbly take 
satisfaction with the least. Upholding such stoicism 
is difficult to do, especially when you’re perpetually 
surrounded by gloating people. A substantial 
number vaunt about whatever they possess, and an 
even larger amount gloat about what they do not. 
You see the latter category pose in front of a six- 
figure sports car that isn’t theirs, for instance. The 
fact that they were in near proximity to such a 
luxurious commodity somehow is an accolade on its 
own; one that has to be shared with the rest of the 
world. Oddly enough, they get their praise, and 
continue with their behaviour until they eventually 
wonder why they feel so hollow. Ironically, the 
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ones that do own such a car are earnest when it 
comes to disclosing their possessions with the rest 
of the world, aside from a few maverick billionaire 
heirs, of course. 

As a result, some turn envious, while others will 
blame themselves for their own shortcomings, but 
both share their fear for falling behind. That distress 
might spur one towards success; fear makes one do 
unexpected things, after all, but as goes for the 
others, they will combat their trepidation for 
ostracisation by sharing how “happy” they are with 
everyone they know. 

The more “happiness” the world pretends to 
display, the darker it all seems to get. People run 
around with their gilded selfie-sticks that have an 
orange iPhone attached, showing the world that they 
truly are content. You are taking those pictures only 
for yourself, right? 

How do you even tell a person is happy 
nowadays? Is its display a facade for the shunned? 

I don’t gloat with what I have, despite living in a 
lavish house, driving the expensive sedan on that 
billboard, and being betrothed to a gorgeous woman 
whom I cherish dearly. I earn a substantial income, 
and I find myself unable to buy two commodities: 
Time and Happiness. While a multimillion-pound 
yacht might be out of my budget, I’m certain it 
wouldn’t make me content. No, I always convinced 
myself that happiness would come one day if I’d 
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carry on with my life, but seconds are a currency 
that I now lack. I know death will come somewhere 
between now and four years’ time, leaving little 
space for happiness to show up. 

At least this walk had served its purpose, as I’d 
prefer to silently vent to that vexatious owl a 
hundred times instead of throwing a tantrum. The 
interstice of time and distance from the forest to my 
house was quickly abridged as I wandered the roads 
back to my home, entering the cobblestoned cul-de- 
sac of Montpelier Terrace through a tiled and dimly 
lit alleyway. 


Chapter 4: Touring Turing 


“There you are!” Vanessa exclaimed, as she opened 
the door before I was even near it, probably having 
seen me approach. 

“You were gone for so long that I started to 
worry ...” she sniffled poignantly. “How are you 
feeling?” 

“Better, I think ...” I responded hesitantly. 

“Oh, you never pick up your phone, too.” 

“T’m sorry, I was in the woods ... no service.” 

“Near Eldingsbrook, you mean?” she mused. 

“Yeah, my dad and I used to go there a lot ...” I 
reminisced. 

“Speaking about your dad, I called your parents 
while you were gone,” she divulged. 

“You did what?” I almost roared. 
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“T told them about the news ...” Vanessa quietly 
said, seeming visibly unsettled by my chagrin. 

“Didn’t you consider that I would want to tell 
such a thing to them myself?” I complained angrily, 
before pulling out my phone: I found that I had four 
missed calls from Vanessa and about a dozen from 
my parents. “Ah, bloody brilliant!” I chided. 

“T’m sorry, Vik, I didn’t know what to do,” she 
sobbed haplessly. “I I-looked up the disease and I 
needed someone to talk to ... and, and K-Kate 
wouldn’t pick up, and—” she quavered on. 
Realizing how brash I was acting, I interrupted her 
over a firm embrace. 

“Hey, it’s fine,” I consoled her. “Everything is 
going to be fine, okay?” 

Whilst I hoped my words would soothe her, it 
only took a glimpse into her eyes to make my 
chagrin dissipate: there was something magical 
about them. They had me enthralled from the first 
moment I laid sight on them, and truthfully, little 
had changed now. 

The following day, we went over to my parents’ 
home at Turing Road, a humble brownstone 
terraced house built somewhere around the late 
Seventies. I believe the whole neighbourhood was 
constructed around then, as there was little variety 
between each of the buildings. You could still tell 
them apart from one another easily enough if you 
knew specifically what small details to look out for, 
though. In their case, the vines were distinctive, 
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crawling up on the side of their garages, nestling on 
the colourful blue wooden planks above the brown 
bricks. One could effortlessly distinguish each front 
yard, demarcated by those same protruding garages. 
My parents shared theirs with their neighbours at 
Number 109 with its distinct monkey puzzle tree. It 
stood out in a way, peeking over all the chimneys 
and slanted rooftops, silently greeting any passer-by 
with its many branches. 

With some effort, I crammed my car alongside 
my father’s silver sedan, barely being able to 
squeeze it into the space I had available. We headed 
towards the front door of the house, walking on a 
cosy, small path of three rows of grey tiles before 
ringing the bell, hearing a loud “I’m coming!” from 
somewhere up the staircase inside, in chorus with 
the melody of the still-chiming bell. My father 
opened the door, sporting an innocuous, yet laconic 
smile. 

“Oh, Vik!” he sniffled, as he wrapped his hands 
around my head. “Dear son of mine ... I hope 
you’re alright.” 

“T’m fine, ” I replied, somewhat disheartened 
“How are the two of you?” 

“Well, your mother is ... Oh, don’t worry about 
us ...” he said with a sigh, before looking over at 
Vanessa. “It’s getting cold, so why don’t you guys 
hurry inside?” 
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From the hallway into the living room, I spotted 
my mother gazing at the floor with an already 
finished bottle of Chardonnay next to her. I’ve 
witnessed plenty of demons, varying in both shape 
and size, and out of all of them, there was a teensy 
little cunt of a demon in particular, beautifully 
advertised as a single malt whiskey or a Sauvignon 
Blanc. It is nothing less than a veneer for its true 
nature. 

Alcohol, or Al-Khul as the Arabic myths called the 
possessive spirit, is a small bugger, but can grow 
faster than a calf on hormones were you to feed it 
plenty. Unlike many other demons, he tries to pass 
as a friend, pretending to shoulder your burdens. 
With every sip, that treacherous boa curls around 
you, susurrating silly sentences into your ear which 
you laughingly repeat. You think you are wooing 
the crowd while he charmingly constricts you, 
tightening his grip. Sooner, rather than later, his 
jokes turn into malicious suggestions; demands in 
disguise. 

“He insulted you,” he’d sibilate. 

“How could you ever stand for that?” he’d hiss. 

“Show him what you think of it. Hit him!” he’d 
insist. By now, he has already suppressed the voice 
of reason and tightly grips your vocal cords. Still, it 
wouldn’t be a good idea to aggress, right? 

“Oh, but you are not a coward, are you? No, no 
you're not! Show him, let him know!” 
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And you can’t help it as your puppeteer friend 
compels your fist to strike his temple. One blow 
sufficed, and good riddance! After all, it was not 
your fault at all, was it now? You just had a drink 
too much. 

As for my mother’s sake, he sang lullabies in her 
ear to help her forget. The more she drank, the 
louder the snake sang. Were he to sing loud enough, 
he’d bring silence, until he’d announce his 
departure with a throbbing headache the day after. 
She deserved better. A better friend than that 
serpent, and most certainly, a better son than I was: 
I should have called and visited them immediately. 

“Hey, Mum,” I greeted her, as she continued to 
blankly stare out in front of her, unaware of my 
presence. “Ma?” I repeated myself, but there was no 
response. I walked up to her and embraced her 
tightly. “Ma, you got nothing to worry about, 
okay?” I coaxed. She didn’t say anything except for 
a nod and sniffle, and I hoped all rested a bit easier 
within her heart from seeing me smile. My father 
passed by as he walked up to the refrigerator, 
looking at me before opening it. 

“Want a beer, Vik?” he offered, taking out a pair 
of cooled bottles, from which droplets of water flew 
down the glass. 

“You know I don’t drink,” I stated over a sigh. 

“Ah, yes, that’s right ...” my father replied, 
sombrely. 
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“You know what, I’ll get the glasses,” I 
acquiesced, moving over to the cupboard, grabbing 
a pair with a clang. 

I opened up the bottles with a lighter; the world’s 
most renowned makeshift cap opener and poured 
both our beers with a fizzle before we clinked our 
glasses together. I can’t recall the last time I had a 
drink, and while I have a genuine distaste towards 
alcohol in general, I can’t deny having found some 
enjoyment in its smooth yeast taste as it washed 
away any bitterness that lingered in my mind. 
Whilst we enjoyed our beverages, my father looked 
at me with inquisitive, yet cautious eyes before 
uttering that ominous word: 

“Huntington’s ...” 

“Yeah ...” I said, sighing deeply, to which he 
shook his head in return. 

“Four years ... is that right?” he asked. 

“That’s what the doctor says,” I confirmed. 

“The doctors ...” he groaned. “They told your 
grandfather he had a year left ...” he continued, 
“Cancer,” he said dolefully. “He lived more than 
twenty.” 

“T remember you told me once,” I recalled. 

“And you will live more than twenty, Vik.” 

“T hope I will ...” I drawled. 

“You will, you will,” my father assured. “What 
was it that he called you again?” 

“Ah, I really don’t know, there’s not much—” 
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“Cossack,” he interrupted me, slightly raising his 
voice. “Viktor the Cossack ...” 

“What’s going to happen now, then? Are they 
going to operate on you, or ...?”” my mother 
suddenly interjected, slurring her speech. 

“It’s genetic. There’s no cure,” I informed them, 
and noticed Vanessa’s eyes quickly shift towards 
me, aching to inquire, but my father got there first. 

“They’re not going to sit on their arses and do 
nothing, right?” he asked. 

“They can only prescribe me something that 
helps against the symptoms,” I replied, sighing 
deeply, staring at my yellow turbid drink. 

“And that’s it?” he groaned in disbelief. 

“That’s all they can do,” I nodded. 

“No, it’s not,” Vanessa interjected. “I’ve read 
about an experimental cure online ... I don’t know 
much about it, but there is the potential for 
progress,” she continued. 

While I do have an innate scepticism towards 
virtually anyone saying I’ve read something online, 
Vanessa was not amongst them. Moreover, I did 
remember the doctor mentioning something along 
the same lines. 

“Well, the doctor did say that there was hope for 
a cure in the future,” I admitted. While I was rather 
perfunctory with my “maybe”, my fiancée thought 
otherwise. I could see a flare light up within her 
eyes as they widened up ever so slightly. The way 
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she curled her lips into a confident, audacious, 
smile. 

“When’s the next time you’re going to the 
hospital? For a check-up, I mean,” she asked. 

“This month, but I didn’t get to schedule it yet,” 
I replied. “I should also pick up the meds he 
prescribed.” The sheer mention of the word 
medicine sent my mother into a fit of despair, 
stumbling up in a befuddled manner. 

“No!” she lamented, tipping over a glass by 
accident. “Not those cursed drugs again!” she cried, 
impervious to spilled wine dripping over her onto 
the carpet below. 

“Shut up, Maria! You always spout nonsense 
when you’re drunk!” my father angrily snarled in 
response. 

“Tt’s true, you know they don’t help!” she 
bawled. “It’s poison! They just experiment on you! 
Who knows what the hell they put in those 
chemicals?” she ranted on, with her gaze cemented 
to my sister’s picture on the dinner table. I could see 
her eyes were watering up, with the corners of her 
mouth trembling mildly. 

“Oh, Alissa!” she wailed, brushing the frame of 
the picture with her left hand. “First they took her, 
and now they will take you,” She quavered while 
her voice hushed down to whispers. “Why does it 
always have to be us? Why can’t we seem to live 
normal lives for once?” 
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While her harrowing words echoed through the 
room, her eyes wouldn’t waver away from the 
frame, and while the candle’s flame danced atop its 
tower of wax; my mother’s pupils reflected a 
crimson red bouncing from the picture she was so 
intensely staring at. 


Chapter 5: Hospital Hikes 


The tepid atmosphere had shifted towards the end of 
the evening, closing it off over some light-hearted 
causerie. During the consequent days, my mood 
remained generally positive, neutral at worst. The 
medication helped in achieving that, noticeably 
alleviating some of my symptoms — sometimes even 
making me forget that I was sick at all. Time flew 
by like a flock of godwits, and before I had even 
realised, it was the Monday morning of my hospital 
check-up. 

Half-awake, I curled around, wrapped in the 
comfort of my warm bed sheets. That little moment 
of bliss, however, was short-lived. 

“Vik!” Vanessa called from downstairs. “You 
have to get up now, or else we’re going to run late!” 
I groaned as I turned around, reaching for my 
phone. 08:15. There was still plenty of time left, 
enough for maybe a couple more minutes. Five, 

perhaps. Maybe even ten, I contemplated in 
thought, before almost dozing off again. 
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“Vik!” her voice resounded, incrementally 
agitated. It’s a shame she was not equipped with a 
snooze button, but I’d have to make do. I slapped 
my cheeks to help me wake a little. On the count of 
three, | mentally prepared myself to get up. After 
forty-seven, I jumped out of bed, and the shivering 
cold instantly made me long for the warmth of my 
gallant duvet. 

I stumbled over to the bathroom, ready to 
perform the archetypical male multitasking of 
personal hygiene care: brushing your teeth while 
manning the toilet bowl, browsing the newsfeed on 
your smartphone, and answering the occasional e- 
mail. I didn’t get to do the latter as I heard another, 
more agitated “Vik!” being bawled from 
downstairs. 

“I’m ge’ing weady!” I shouted back, trying my 
best to keep the toothpaste from spilling out of my 
mouth. Done with my duty, I quickly got dressed 
before rushing downstairs, buttoning up my shirt on 
the way. Not even on the second step down, an 
impromptu twitch caused me to slip. 

I managed to grab onto the railing just in time, 
“Ooph,” I wheezed, as I stared at the steps I 
would’ve tumbled down if I were only a split 
second too late. 

I can’t say I wasn’t bummed from that jerky 
physical protest; making me a bit sullied that that 
sudden convulsion had tried to spoil my mirthful 
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attitude. I knew I had to let go. Not of the railing, of 
course. 

Halfway to the ground floor, Vanessa had a 
concerned look in her eyes as she stared at me from 
the foot of the stairs. Given I was slightly out of 
breath from that emotional cocktail with its olive of 
a micro-trauma, I understood why. “Are you 
alright?” she asked. “You seem exhausted.” 

“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks,” I reassured her, still 
trying to catch my breath. “Mind if you drive 
today?” 

She tilted her head, frowning while staring at my 
chest. I gave her a confused look in return, as I 
didn’t quite understand why she was looking at me 
the way she did. 

“Seeing that you can’t even properly button up, I 
will,” she sighed, walking up to me with the 
intention of completing my half-finished job. “Good 
morning, by the way.” 

“Oh, right. Good morning,” I cheered jovially, 
leaning forwards to kiss her on the cheek. As I got 
close, I could pleasantly feel her rose-scented 
mélange enter through my nostrils. “New 
perfume?” 

“Aren’t you keen on your senses today?” she 
sassed, smiling charmingly. “Do you want 
breakfast?” 

“Oh, come on, ’Ness, when was the last time I 
ate breakfast?” 


Page | 38 


“You should though, it’s healthy!” She could try 
her best, but even those puppy eyes and pouted lips 
of hers would not convince me to eat any. 

“Tf you insist, I'll have a soup of grinded coffee 
beans and some sugar, please” I remarked 
sarcastically. 

“Good that I already made you a cup, right?” 

“Ah, you’re a saint!” I exulted. 

“Any milk?” she asked, walking over to the 
counter to grab my brew while I grabbed the sugar 
from the cupboard. 

“Oh, heavens no,” I shuddered. 

“How come you’ ve stopped it all of a sudden?” 
she asked, with a puzzled look. 

“You know Phil, from the office, right?” 

“Tall guy, glasses, bit scruffy. You hired him not 
too long ago?” she tried remembering, while 
handing me over the cup. I could feel the warm 
vapour on my now damp hands as I threw in a cube 
of sugar. 

“That’s the one,” I said, stirring the dark black 
liquid with a spoon. 

“What about him?” 

“He has this obsession with dairy,” I started. She 
looked at me and frowned, unable to put her finger 
on why such a thing was even remotely relevant. 

“So ...?” 

“T mean, he’s a nice lad and all ...” I slowly 
continued, thinking how to properly convey the 
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story as I blew into the cup to cool the coffee off 
before taking a sip, but it was still scorching hot. 

““’.. but he keeps insisting that everyone use the 
stuff he brings in,” I said. Vanessa only seemed to 
grow more confused with each word I spoke, 
frowning incrementally. 

“T’m not following you,” she intoned befuddled, 
shaking her head. 

“He keeps bringing his own milk for coffee, his 
own cheese, everything that is dairy. For free.” 

“So, what’s the issue with that?” 

“Tt’s from his aunt’s ranch and he has this sense 
of family pride attached to it.” She looked at me as 
if I was telling some nonsense. 

“T’m not kidding, he gets visibly upset when you 
don’t add milk to your coffee.” 

“In what sense?” she wondered aloud. 

“Well, first off he’ll start giving this speech 
about how all milk products, especially theirs, 
enrich everything.” 

“So why don’t you say something about it to 
him?” she needled. 

“Come on, Ness, he’s such a nice bloke.” 

“Or just fire him if it really freaks everyone out.” 

“I’m not going to fire the poor sod over some 
dairy,” I chuckled, while stirring even more 
frantically before finally taking my first real sip 
without burning the exterior of my lips. 

“So, what did you do?” 
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“T told him I was lactose intolerant, and so did 
half the staff.” 

“Ts their milk really that bad?” 

“No, it’s quite good, actually,” I confessed. 

“What’s the big deal, then?” 

“Every time I even think of milk, I swear I can 
hear him whispering in my ears.” The moment I 
said that, she froze for half a second before bursting 
out into mild laughter. 

“Stop laughing, it’s actually frightening!” I 
chuckled, as I stood up and moved up affectionately 
behind her. “Do you want my warm, natural milk, 
Vanessa?” I lispingly whispered into her ear, as 
closely and uncomfortably as possible. “Some nice, 
homemade milk for your coffee, hmm?” It all 
seemed a little bit too much for her, as she spat out 
her coffee, cachinnating hysterically. 

Laughing it off, we quickly cleaned up our mess 
before driving off to the hospital. 

I leaned my head against the window as we left 
the cul-de-sac of Montpelier Terrace. Looking 
through the glass, I could spot my translucent 
reflection throughout as buildings of different 
heights and colours converged in the background, 
all as a blurry décor. Before even realising it, we’d 
arrived. 

“That was fast,” I remarked, as I looked over at 
the parking lot, noticing how occupied it was. 
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“Tt’s just a ten-minute drive” she said, searching 
for a good spot. 

“There, next to the black sedan,” I pointed out to 
her. As soon as she saw the crammed space I was 
pointing out to her, she turned her head towards me, 
giving me a pleading look. 

“Oh no no, you’re in for the whole treat,” I 
impishly chuckled. 

“Ts that how you’re going to act after I drove you 
here?” she complained with chagrin. 

“Alright, alright. I'll do it,” I acquiesced. I knew 
that if it wasn’t for the wonders that were the 
sensors and parking camera, I would’ve absolutely 
wrecked the paint coat, trying to cram the car in 
there. 

“See, "Ness? Even a terminal patient can do that. 
You would’ve been able to pull it off without a 
hitch!” I jested, but my humour didn’t seem to land 
well. 

“That’s not even remotely funny,” she intoned 
with a cold and stern look. 

“Tt’s just a joke, Ness!” I defended myself. 

“Don’t joke like that. At least not in front of 
me.” she stressed. 

I walked up to her, staring into her now 
frightened eyes. It was obvious that even the mere 
mention about this whole thing would send her 
writhing with fearful thoughts. 
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“Hey, it’s nothing, alright?” I cooed, trying my 
best to make her feel at ease again. “You said it 
yourself, didn’t you? They have a cure.” 

After Vanessa calmed down with a hug, we 
entered the building. 

I think we spent a solid twenty minutes in that 
waiting room, and I could every single one of them 
while we were lodged on the uncomfortable 
wooden seats. Vanessa didn’t really seem bothered 
by it, helping herself to a couple of servings of free 
coffee at the vending machine. I, on the other hand, 
hated arriving on time only to wait. I glimpsed over 
at the clock in frustration — 10:16. Our appointment 
was scheduled for ten sharp. What’s the point of 
planning it at that time if they won’t even bother to 
stick to it? It’s not the first time, either. Seeing me 
fret, Vanessa nudged me. 

“Imagine if we were actually the ones to be 
fifteen minutes late, right?” she chuckled. 

“God forbid that rescheduled appointment and 
cancellation fee, indeed. Bastards,” I murmured in 
response. 

“Mr Augustin?” a voice called around the corner. 
There he was, the same doctor, with the same 
unkempt hair, the same bags under his eyes and 
even that same clichéd coffee stain right under his 
breast pocket. 

“Please, come inside,” he implored, while 
shaking my hand. His head quickly turned towards 
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my betrothed. “I don’t believe we’ve had the 
pleasure?” 

“Vanessa, Viktor’s fiancée,” she introduced 
herself. “Nice to meet you.” 

“I’m Dr Cox, but please, just call me Perry. 
Well, let’s get to it then,” he said, welcoming us 
inside that repugnant grey room. Would it kill them 
to ventilate the stale air from time to time? Forgive 
my querulous state, but for the life of me, I just 
couldn’t fathom why it was seemingly beyond them 
to put down a plant or two inside. Js it a hospital 
policy? 

“So, Viktor, how are you holding up?” he 
inquired before he sat down behind his desk. 

“T’d say I’m not doing too badly now. It’s still a 
tough pill to swallow,” I replied cumbersomely. 

““’,. Aside from that, the cramps and twitches are 
getting more frequent.” 

“Any difficulties with movement outside of 
that?” he asked me, after taking some notes. 

“T’ve had a few times where spasms can interrupt 
my walking a bit,” I said, pausing for a moment, 
thinking back to the stupid incident on the stairs this 
morning. 

“other than that, thankfully not.” 

With those words, only the rumbling scratches of 
the good doctor’s ballpoint pen against the paper on 
his clipboard was to be heard. He took off his 
glasses after he finished his scribbling. 
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“Are you taking the Tetrabenazine?” 

ves.” 

“37.5mg, spread over three times per day, 
correct?” 

“Yup, just like you said.” 

“Do you feel any side-effects, like coughing or 
nausea?” 

“Nothing unusual, no,” I stated after a brief 
moment of contemplation. 

“That’s good. Do you think the medicine is 
helping?” 

“T think so, but I still feel those convulsions 
every now and then.” I said. 

“Does it bother you?” he asked. 

“Well...” I sighed, inhaling deeply to rein in any 
sarcastic response. “I guess just a little.” 

“Alright ...” he nodded stolidly. “If you feel it 
does start to bother you more, I think it’d be a good 
idea to up the dosage to fifty milligrams.” 

“Then I think it’s a good idea to up the dosage,” 
I responded within a heartbeat. 

“Now?” Dr Cox replied, curving his right 
eyebrow. I wondered why I heard no sound when he 
did that; doesn’t ice crack when it’s shifted? 

“Preferably, yes,” I reaffirmed resolutely. 

“Alright. As goes for your intake, I recommend 
fifteen in the morning, twenty in the afternoon and 
another fifteen in the evening. You can shuffle the 
amount around a little bit, but do make sure you 
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don’t take more than twenty-five milligrams at one 
time,” Dr Cox cautioned over the scraping sound of 
his pen making notes. 

Seemingly satisfied with what he had just written 
down, he nodded to himself three times, slowly, 
before tilting his head back in my direction. 

“Let’s check up on those reflexes of yours.” 

After a brief examination, he moved over to the 
computer on his desk. Much like the writing before, 
the lack of any speech combined with the rattling at 
the keyboard visibly unnerved Vanessa. 

“What about a cure?” she cautiously inquired. 
The doctor froze, halting his typing, to which my 
betrothed gulped, almost as if she was under the 
impression she had insulted him. He turned his cold 
chartreus gaze towards her while he grabbed his 
pen, clicking it twice; open, closed. 

“Unfortunately ... there is no go-to cure for 
Huntington’s disease,” he slowly elucidated. “It’s 
not a bacteria, nor a virus. So, antibiotics can’t 
really help, and neither would vaccines,” the doctor 
proceeded. “It’s a genetic condition, in which a 
faulty gene affects a protein. The proteins turn into 
prions and cause the symptoms of Huntington’s, 
which is like a combination of Parkinson’s, 
Alzheimer’s and MND!.” 


1 Motor Neuron disease, also known as “ALS” in the US. 
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Vanessa was by no stretch of the imagination 
simple-minded, but the scope of unfamiliar jargon 
in a negative pretext can have the ability to frighten 
every single person. 

“However, there is hope. We know what gene 
causes the disease, and with recent leaps in genetic 
treatment, especially with that of CRISPR-Cas’, we 
might just get somewhere in time, but as you 
understand, the current treatment is entirely 
palliative.” 

“Yes, Viktor told me,” she admitted. “I’ve also 
heard about an experimental program?” 

“There is,” the doctor began, neurotically 
clicking his pen. Open, closed; sighing briefly 
before repeating it again. Open, closed. 

“Gene silencing,” he stated. “It is the only thing 
that could be considered as a cure. It is there, but 
it’s only in its experimental stages,” he elaborated, 
throwing out exactly what Vanessa had wanted to 
hear all this time. 

“Yes! We can try that, right, Vik?” she sang with 
candour. “It’s at least something!” 

I agreed. How could I not? 

“Well,” Dr Cox started to clarify, “if I’m correct, 
the clinical trials are currently only performed here, 
in the UC, and in Poland. Because of NHS 
regulations, I can’t sign you up for the trials in 


A genome editing tool which has provided a significant 
breakthrough in terms of genetics and the Huntington gene. 
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Poland. I also want to say beforehand that there is 
no guarantee on when and if they’ Il accept your 
application,” he explained. 

“As long as you can submit a request to the one 
here in the commonwealth, it’s better than nothing, 
right?” I remarked. 

“Do you want me to file it, then? Or do you 
want to discuss it first, considering your insurance 
will most likely not cover the treatment?” 

“Yes, that’d be terrific! And cost-wise, I’m sure 
we’ll manage,” Vanessa beamed ecstatically, 

“Let’s get that sorted out then,” he stated, with a 
couple of clicks of his mouse. “Now, how is your 
mood?” Seeing him type into the computer, I 
realised I was wrong in my previous prediction. 

“Ambiguous,” I answered with honesty. “I do 
my best to try and keep my head up. I’m not what 
you’d call glum, but maybe I don’t quite grasp 
what’s happening to me,” I said. Surely, I knew 
what was waiting for me for the coming four years. 
This very room, with its pungent smell was a 
testimony to that. The realisation, however, was 
abstract. How else could I be so calm? 

I turned my gaze away, as another thought had 
slipped into my mind. “There’s one thing though,” I 
started, wanting to get it off my shoulders, 

““’.. whenever I feel any symptoms, I can’t help 
but feel anxious.” 

“Because it reminds you of your condition?” 
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“Yeah,” I responded concisely. 

“And do you feel more anxious in general?” 

“T think I do, actually.” 

“That’s understandable. Ill get you on 
Alprazolam’, it will help you cope with your 
anxiety,” he pointed out before scribbling down 
another note. “Have you been going to the therapy 
sessions so far?” 

Therapy. If there’s anything that I sincerely 
despise, it has to be therapy. I'd been to some 
sessions in the past, all of them equally pointless. It 
was time that could have been spent on something 
more productive, and almost anything is more 
productive than sitting in a room dustier than 
Freud’s corpse, talking about senseless things. 

They pretend to help you, but really, they’re just 
clocking in their time. Perhaps I’m as stubborn as 
they come, but I'll always view it to be moot. 

“No, I haven’t been to any sessions yet,” I 
replied perfunctorily. Truthfully, I had no intention 
to participate either. “I’ve been too busy with work 
lately and didn’t have the time,” I quickly added. 
The doctor squinted his eyes as if he was trying to 
dissect my mind, rapidly clicking his pen again; 
open, closed. 

“Are you still feeling able to continue with your 
work so far?” he inquired, with another set of clicks 


3 Commonly known under the commercial name Xanax. 
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of his plastic quill. “The workload in general can 
create unnecessary stress. You should make sure 
that, above all, you get plenty of rest.” Ah, the go-to 
advice of medicine, “get some rest”. 

“T understand, but I personally think it would be 
more stressful to spend my days at home doing 
absolutely nothing. Besides, my firm will not run 
itself,” I retorted calmly. 

“T see,” he responded in a sympathetic tone, 
massaging his temple with his thumb. 
“Nevertheless, I would still heavily recommend it,” 
he admonished, while looking over to my fiancée. 
“T’m sure that it might be interesting for Vanessa, 
too.” 

Thank you for emotionally blackmailing me, you 
tosser, | resentfully thought to myself. J should just 
politely decline. 

“So, when are the counselling sessions exactly?” 
I blurted out, immediately wincing after. Why the 
hell did I say that? 

“Okay, regarding the counselling sessions,” Dr 
Cox began, holding his hands together, “they are 
held on ward B on the first floor, on Mondays at 
20:15. Look for a yellow banner with the word 
‘Sessions’ on it. It’s hard to miss.” He paused for a 
moment, quickly scratching his bottom lip before 
continuing. “I believe Dr Aberlund is hosting them. 
She’s very capable, so you’ll be in good hands. Do 
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either of you have some other questions you’d like 
to ask?” 

“Yeah, about the therapy ...” Vanessa inquired. 
“When do you think we could get an answer?” 

“Ah, it’d be fair to estimate around eight to ten 
weeks. In any case, I’ll make sure to call you as 
soon as I get any news,” he clarified. “If that’s it, 
does 10 December at the same time suit you for our 
next check-up, Viktor?” 

“What day is that?” I wondered aloud, as I 
reached for my phone to check my schedule. “As 
long as it’s not a Tuesday or a Thursday, I should be 
fine.” 

“Seems to be on a Friday,” Dr Cox confirmed 
after a swift browse through his calendar. “Until 
then?” 

“Sounds good,” I confirmed, noddingly as I 
stood up to shake his hand. 

“Until next time, then.” 

From the moment my foot touched the 
sandy brown linoleum flooring of the corridor, my 
body reacted before I could even sense it, but as 
soon as the stench of medicine had entered my 
nostrils, I gagged. Never before did I have this 
proclivity to retch. [ had to get out. Fast. 

“What’s the hurry?” Vanessa yelped from behind 
me, barely able to keep up with my pace. I looked 
left and right, searching for the staircase. “Just 
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where is it?” I thought aloud, realising that I had 
already reached the elevators, mashing the button. 

05, 02, G, and 03 the LED-lights indicated. 
There was one on this floor; why is it taking so 
long? I fretted, while frantically mashing the button 
at least eight times. I was sure that the more I 
pressed, the quicker those doors would slide open, 
and on my tenth mash I could see Vanessa catching 
up from the corner of my eye. 

“What the hell was that about?” she panted, as I 
rushed into the cabin before answering. Vanessa 
briskly followed, thinking that I might have lost my 
mind to such an extent that I would lock her out. 
Once inside, her eyes demanded an explanation. 

“J-I can’t stand that revolting smell. I need to get 
out,” I wearily stuttered. She moved closer to me, 
tightly gripping my hand in an attempt to soothe my 
howling nerves; her sweet fragrance pacified me. 

“Are you alright?” she asked, as we exited the 
elevator, on our way to leave the hospital. 

“T think so,” I hesitantly responded. “Mind if we 
go for a quick smoke before we head on home?” 

“Yeah sure, why not,” she affectionately chirped. 

““’.. but you better not use your own hand as an 

ashtray again.” 

“T was looking out for the environment, ’Ness,” I 
joked in return. 

“You should look out for yourself more often,” 
she almost whispered, as we exited through the 
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revolving door. It seemed to be raining outside, 
quite the torrent at that. Neither of us possessed the 
indecency to ignore the no-smoking sign outside, 
but to my satisfaction there was a small loft to our 
right, meant for those stressed doctors and patients 
who wanted to have their relaxing fix of nicotine. 

It was a small cubic construction; its blemished 
plexiglas panels black and yellow around the edges, 
from the copious carcinogenic vapour, no doubt. 
Shielded from the storm, you could hear the 
raindrops falling on those discoloured windows 
above our heads, making that euphonic trickling 
noise. 

Vanessa started to hectically rummage through 
her pockets before delving into her large beige 
handbag. I never knew how she always managed to 
find whatever she needed in that pocket dimension. 

“T think I left them at home,” she mumbled, 
curling her lips in defeat. 

“Here, take one of mine,” I offered, extending 
out my red Warlboros. Staring back and forth 
between me and the package in my hand, she tilted 
her head before pouting her lips. 

“There’s a reason I don’t smoke yours,” she said. 
they’re too heavy,” 

“Oh, come on, ’Ness, man up a little, won’t ya?” 
I gibed with a sly grin. 
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“And make my voice sound like this?” she 
grunted, purposefully emulating an excessively 
deep voice. 

“Exactly! Now we can finally start up a jazz 
quartet with Peter and Frederick, you know it’s 
been a long-standing wish of mine,” I joked, waving 
the pack of coffin nails in front of her face. 

“Fine, fine,” she chuckled, conceding and taking 
one, before lighting up the cigarette with some 
reluctance. After an initial cough and a secondary 
puff, she turned towards me with an impish look on 
her face. “I see trees of green, red roses too,” she 
parodied, attempting her best impression before we 
both burst into hearty laughter. 

“Alright, Mrs Armstrong, I think that after a 
dozen cartons, we can make a solid career out of 
this.” 

“We? I’m the star here!” she playfully teased, 
showing her bright teeth through that mirthful smirk 
of hers. 

“No dispute about that,” I simpered over a drag. 

In unison, we exhaled — our synchronised fumes 
embracing in a shared cloud before dissipating into 
the air, leaving a comfortable silence behind; a 
serene quiet in which we simply enjoyed each 
other’s presence. 

We doused our smouldering buds in the wet tray 
next to the entrance, which let off a satisfying hiss 
as drops of water touched the embers. Similar to the 


Page |54 


burnt tobacco, I deeply shared its dissatisfaction 
with the current weather, although I must admit that 
I do adore the rain if I were inside. 

“You ready for some cardio, ’Ness?” I asked, as 
we both prepared to sprint to the car. 

“No, but let’s go,” she signalled, running on 
ahead. A sudden convulsion surged through my 
right leg, causing me to uncomfortably sprint 
towards the car, mumbling obscenities before 
hastily crawling inside. 

“T think I need to quit smoking,” I chiselled at 
the truth, while Vanessa turned on the wipers. 

A satisfying “whoosh” compelled the windshield 
unto a clean slate like an Etch A Sketch as she put 
the car in reverse, and we left the parking lot. 

I couldn’t help but watch that little stream of 
water on the edge of the windshield, slithering 
down as the wipers fed drops of water to the 
estuary. For the days to come, I embodied a similar 
disposition in life, forcing that which blurred my 
vision to the side while riding the current on ahead. 
My perception of time almost drowned in it, as 
within a moment’s notice, the calendar had heralded 
October. We both visited the subsequent therapy 
sessions on the doctor’s advice, but aside from the 
basket of tangerines on an oval table in the 
physician’s office, the experience was absolutely 
fruitless; not like I didn’t expect that already. If 
there was any real therapeutic value to be had, all 
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credit was to the time spent in that decaying loft in 
the heart of every Monday evening. 


Chapter 6: Astute Charity 


An assiduous advent, as the calendar continued to 
diligently press onwards, rapidly turning to a cold 
day in December. I love the winter, only not here in 
Sutherham. Ideally, winter has to be snowy, 
decorating the streets and rooftops alike with her 
fuzzy white coat. Sure, the roads may be slippery 
and the winds frigid, but it is undeniably a better 
alternative to what this country has to offer. It’s a 
frustrating winter here, to put it mildly. There used 
to be more snow in the past, but if some were to fall 
now, the next day it’d look as if the town was struck 
by an epidemic of dysentery, with all the black and 
brownish melting liquid on the road. 

Even worse was the climate itself — Unlike a dry 
Austrian winter in the mountains, the biting 
humidity cut into your cheeks like fangs from a 
wolverine. While the alpine mercury stood at a 
lower point than our local thermometer, it felt like it 
was the complete opposite. Nevertheless, cold tends 
to breed comfort at home. 

With the holiday season around the corner, I was 
browsing an online catalogue for Christmas gifts. In 
my youth, I found myself to be negligent towards 
buying any presents for the season. Admittedly, I 
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thought that a certain obese individual and his 
troupe of aerodynamic reindeer were responsible for 
that before I had brushed it off as needless 
symbolism during my angsty teen years. 

Retrospectively, it’s hard to say whether it was 
my obstinance to go out and buy something, or 
whether I really perceived it as silly and pointless. 
Sure, the reality remains that those holidays are 
nothing more than an inflated consumerist tradition, 
but that shouldn’t be an excuse to stop you from 
gifting. Why should you? Even though picking a 
present, which tailors the specific needs and desires 
of the recipient, can be a taxing effort, the profound 
joy that they express hallmarks the pleasure of 
gifting. 

Our tradition of celebratory gifts somewhat 
neuters the appreciation of those presents, 
unfortunately. We are putting up expectations, after 
all. Try buying a cheaper gift for Christmas, while 
buying a more expensive one for any random day. 
You'll find yourself with a more appreciative 
response than had you given it on the day they’d 
expected it. The unexpected amplifies, while 
anticipation, or even trepidation, dulls. It applies to 
everything, especially the physical. A sucker punch 
does, in fact, suck more than a regular one. Whether 
you call that ethical or rational egoism, or sheer 
utilitarianism, a gift still remains a gift. 
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Thanks to the wonders of our digital era, there 
was no need to traverse the cold. I can’t say I miss 
running to a modicum of stores for presents they 
might not even sell. From the comfort of my seat, I 
moved the cursor over to that shopping cart icon. 
Before I could order my sense of gratification, I was 
halted by the ringing of my phone: an anonymous 
caller. J can’t exactly ask her what she wants, but I 
can always try and pry just a little. “Hey!” I 
answered, with a cheery voice. “How are you?” 

“Hello, Viktor. AmI calling at a convenient 
moment?” a voice replied, one completely different 
than anticipated. Dr Cox’s. 

“Oh, sorry, sure,” I stumbled. 

“T’m calling you in regards to your application to 
the gene silencing therapy,” he explained his 
reasons for calling. “I’m sorry to inform you that 
your application has been denied.” 

A silence ensued. Did I hear that correctly? I 
probably misheard. Yes, I most likely did. 

“Excuse me, I didn’t quite get that.” 

“T’m sorry, Mr Augustin, but your application ... 
it was declined.” 

I felt an uneasy, heavy sensation rising from my 
lower abdomen, as if a cold hand had gripped onto 
my heart, forcing it to beat onto my eardrums at a 
maniacal pace; drums of war, they were. 

“What do you mean they denied the 
application?!” I raised my voice. “On what 
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grounds?” I trembled, but not like I did back then. A 
light tingle rose through my body, tightening the 
muscles around my neck. I started to feel warmer 
and warmer. 

“Before filing the request, I had to go through 
your insurance and whether they would—” 

“Do you think I give a damn about insurance?” I 
chastised. “Money is not an issue!” 

“Please calm down, Mr Augustin, it’s not the 
sole reason.” 

“J-I can present credit reports, there’s plenty of 
proof that I can pay the price.” 

“They are not taking in any more applicants. I’m 
sorry, Mr Augustin,” he informed. 

Why did he even mention my insurance? He has 
to be lying. He just has to! This can’t be! 

My heart ruthlessly palpitated, as if it could burst 
at any given moment. My vision started blurring 
and a sudden onset of vertigo forced me to lean 
against the wall. I could hear my name vaguely 
being called through the phone, couldn’t the man 
shut up already? What rubbish is he going to 
suggest now? Some calming Pilates and more 
senseless therapy with Aberlund? 

I could not fathom that my only lifeline was 
taken away, just like that. 

“Was that Dr. Cox?” Vanessa asked, as she 
walked in. 

“Who the fuck else would it be?” I exclaimed. 
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“Tt’s over.” I looked at the floor with empty 
eyes. 

“No, it’s not,” her voice quavered. “We’re going 
to get through this.” She said, but I wasn’t so sure 
about that. 

Making matters worse, those damned 
convulsions had gotten stronger and more frequent. 
Every time I would get close to dozing off, a jerk in 
my legs would kick me up awake. I hadn’t taken my 
daily dosage, but as I saw the boxes of Alprazolam 
or the Tetrabenazine staring at me from the 
cupboard, I wanted to flush that poison down the 
toilet. Retrodicting, my mother always knew what 
was right. 

On the verge of midnight, I was blessed with 
some hours of rest before the cacophony of my 
alarm broke me out of my light slumber. 
Miraculously, I felt neither nauseous nor that tired. I 
was always an exorbitantly long sleeper, clocking in 
ten to twelve hours in the night if I had the liberty. 
Still not fully awake, I turned over to see Vanessa 
missing, and her vacant spot reminded me that it 
was Wednesday. Drowsily, I stumbled out of bed; 
“07:18”, as the proverb goes, the early bird catches 
sleep deprivation. 

Seems like I'll have to get my coffee at the office 
for today, 1 yawned to myself as I raised myself up, 
preparing for my morning routine. I spent most of 
my time fighting to squeeze out the last bit of 
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toothpaste before setting out. It was a thirty-minute 
drive and I was royally on time. Suitcase in hand, I 
marched towards my car, strapping in my 
headphones, as listening to the rubbish on the radio 
would nigh-instantaneously grant me a headache. 

“T really should’ve made some coffee,” I 
complained to myself, while exiting the street. 
From around the passage of the provincial road, into 
the motorway, I could hear the early dawn traffic 
wishing me a good morning, asking if I wanted to 
have jam for breakfast. Hah, breakfast. 

There was plenty of movement while I drove into 
the tunnel, and traversing a narrow road, crammed 
like cattle in farm stalls it made me feel more 
uncomfortable than usual. 

By no sense of the word was I skittish or 
claustrophobic. I think that cautious would be a 
better fit, although the lines within those semantics 
lie thin. As soon as the sky turned into a soft brown 
concrete overpass, I was assaulted by a bout of 
nausea, making it hard to focus on the road. 

Easy now, it’ll be over in a bit, | comforted 
myself. Just a little bit farther. | could already see 
the literal light at the end of the tunnel, being 
certain it would be better from the moment I’d get 
out. With my eyes fixated on the exit ahead, I was a 
bit tardy in realising that abomination of a blue 
compact MPV had brashly cut me off. 
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“Watch out, you goddamn circus monkey!” I 
cursed at the driver, as I rapidly hit the brakes while 
signalling. “Stupid prick! Wanker!” I fumed. Look 
at that poor excuse of a vehicle! What a reflection 
of that inbred driver. 

The sudden shock had been translated to a 
physical one, as jolts of electricity passed through 
my legs, with an increasingly stronger current. One 
after the other, each time heavier, at an unstable 
interval. It was as if I was stuck on electric cattle 
fencing, with another jolt rousing my right leg, 
forcing my foot to the gas pedal, making the engine 
roar as I started accelerating. 

My heartbeat rose exponentially with every mile 
added to the speedometer. Sixty, sixty-five. “Come 
on!” I pleaded, trying to regain control of my foot. 
Seventy, seventy-five. “Come on!” 

I firmly gripped my leg with my right hand, 
trying to lift it up, while holding on to the steering 
wheel with the other. There was nothing I could do 
to subdue my stubborn, unresponsive limb. Eighty, 
eighty-five. I precariously manoeuvred my way 
through the traffic, but there were only so many 
lucky gimmicks I could pull off; with all lanes 
occupied, I had no choice but to drive forwards with 
ninety now on the dashboard. In a flash, the azure 
sky had returned as I exited the tunnel, and the sun 
dazzled me for a second. 
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Consequently, I could feel the rigidity in my leg 
loosen up. It was enough for me to take advantage 
of as I nudged it over to the brake barely in time 
before it became unresponsive yet again. Losing 
velocity with alarming speed, I knew it would be 
equally catastrophic if the person behind me 
crashed into me. I steered my car off the road, 
violently rumbling over the berm as the tyres slid 
over mud, making me lose what little control I had. 

I tumbled around like a ragdoll on my seat as I 
forgot to buckle in, but remained perfunctory to my 
senses before all motion had ceased. I didn’t seem 
to be hurt, perhaps because my mind was still trying 
to process what had just occurred, and it was 
unsurprisingly ineffective. 

I catatonically stared out in front of me; I did not 
think, therefore it felt like I did not exist. It wasn’t 
too bad, that calm of nothingness that left me 
emptily occupying my seat. 

How much time has passed now { asked myself, 
while I slowly came to my senses. I was fully 
brought back to earth when I heard two rapid-paced 
knocks on the window. I briskly shook my head free 
of confusion, like a Labrador that shakes her wet 
fur. 

Why is there a man on the road right next to me? 
I asked myself, gawking at what appeared to be a 
police officer. He was a middle-aged man, and with 
inexplicable clarity I saw the letters “A. Rahmani” 


Page | 63 


on his breast, surmising it to be his name. He 
seemed to be of Middle-Eastern descent and rocked 
a confused smile that could only be translated as, 
How did you exactly end up here? Which wasn’t a 
bad question really. 

My finger trembled as I pressed the button to 
lower my window, experiencing difficulty to keep 
the pressure on it due to good old cortisol coursing 
through my veins. “You alright, son?” the officer 
politely queried. “Seems like you had a bit of an 
accident here.” 

“T, eh, I think I’m alright, yeah.” 

“Would you mind stepping out of the car?” 

“Yes, sure. Sure,” I slurred. Wait a moment — 
what is ... why? Neither my left nor my right leg 
responded. Was it the stress? I pinched my thigh, 
but couldn’t feel a thing. Jt has to be because of the 
fabric of my pants blocking out any feeling. | poked 
a bit harder — why do I not feel anything? 

“Is everything okay, son?” the officer asked in a 
concerned tone, arching his head to peek at what I 
was poking. I speculated that the feeling was 
temporary, as my arms became easier to move 
despite my legs remaining equally paralysed. As a 
last resort, I grabbed my legs and tried to shake 
them awake, hoping it would somehow help. 

“T can’t,” I whimpered, “I can’t move my legs.” 
That same anxiety from yesterday started gripping 
me, making me hyperventilate. 
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“Hey, hey, calm down,” the man coaxed, as he 
firmly grabbed my shoulder. Admittedly, the 
unexpected physical contact startled me even more. 

“We'll drop you off at the hospital. Is that okay 
with you?” the officer suggested. 

I turned around and looked at him with a dumb 
expression. 

“Son, did you hear me?” 

“Y-yeah,” I stammered. “I-I’d appreciate that.” 

“You mind if I drive your car?” 

“No, no, that’d be good. Thanks.” 

“T’ll be back in a jiffy,” he remarked, before he 
walked off. I could see him move to his patrol car, 
briefly conversing with another young officer, most 
likely his colleague. I lacked the concentration to 
decipher their facial mimicry, wondering what they 
meant when they both turned to look at me for a 
moment before going back to their conversation. 
After the younger officer nodded to his colleague, 
they both approached me. 

“Hey, Simon and I will help you get over to the 
passenger’s seat, alright?” the older officer spoke. 

“Yes, thank you,” I acquiesced, as I opened up 
the door from my side. 

“Alrighty, let’s do this slowly,” Simon 
suggested, dropping down on his right knee so that I 
could grab onto his shoulder. I leaned over, putting 
my arms around their necks. 

“Make sure you catch him, Adil.” 
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“Don’t worry, I’ve got him,” the older officer 
assured, before looking at me. 

“You ready?” 

“Yes. Yes, I am.” 

“Heaving at three,” The man announced. 

“One, two—” 

I felt powerless and pathetic as they hoisted me 
up. It was as if I was some ventriloquist act with my 
feet dragging along in the dirt as they carried me 
over to the passenger’s seat. Simon managed to 
nimbly open the door before carefully lifting me 
inside. 

“There we go,” the older officer puffed, before 
turning towards me with a smile. 

“How you hanging in there?” 

I slowly nodded while I stowed my unresponsive 
legs inside the vehicle with the help of my hands. 

“Give me one moment, son,” he implored, 
moving off to converse with his colleague one more 
time. They moved around the car, universally 
inspecting every nook and cranny from the outset. 

“Think she’ll run?” I heard a muffled voice ask. 

“Only one way to find out, really,” Adil replied. 

“T don’t know, maybe it’s better to call services,” 
Simon opined. 

“Lad had a rough day. Besides, I can’t really see 
any damage aside from some dirt,” he replied, 
before he stepped into my car. Without any trouble, 
the engine seemed to launch with a purr. 
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“She’s dandy,” he blithely confirmed out of the 
window, revving the engine a little before putting 
the car in reverse. 

“Think it needs to be pulled out?” 

“This puppy might handle it, wait with those 
cables just yet.” 

And thankfully she did, in what little luck there 
was to this day, effortlessly driving out of the berm. 

“Would you look at that!” he heartily laughed, 
before stopping for a second to signal Simon. 

After some waves back and forth, we were on 
our merry way to the hospital. 

“Rough one, huh? I’m Adil, by the way,” he 
introduced himself. I was still a bit shocked from 
everything that had happened, so all I did was 
answer with a stare that must have made him feel 
rather awkward. 

He glanced over to see my doltish expression 
before looking back at the road, chuckling softly. 
“Bit your tongue during the bumps?” 

I blinked twice at that light-hearted comment, 
each blink giving me back some sense, but not 
nearly enough. “Oh, I’m Viktor. Viktor Augustin.” 

“Hah, there’s no need to be formal, son, it’s not 
like I’m taking you in.” 

“Oh, right. Right, I’m sorry.” 

“Hey, ease up a little, lad, it’s going to be fine.” 
And you know what? I believed him. There was 
something about his demeanour that told me so. 
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“So, what happened?” 

“Some twat cut me off,” I mindfully pruned the 
experience, leaving out the rest of the tale. 

“Wow, seems like you got off lightly though.” 

“Yeah, but not my legs,” I said with a sigh. 

“It could be shock, read about that in the papers 
one time,” Adil comforted me. “I’m sure it’ll be 
fine,” 

“T hope so. Thanks for driving me to the 
hospital,” I voiced my appreciation. 

“Hey, couldn’t have just left you there — civil 
duty, you know,” Adil quipped. 

“T mean, not in a police car,” I replied. 

“Well, it’s not every day you get to drive one of 
these!” he said with a jovial laugh. “A Wercedes 
Bins,” he added with obeisance to the vehicle, 
tapping the leather of the steering wheel with his 
hands. 

“What year is she?” the eager officer inquired. 

“°25,” I responded, concisely, to which Adil 
whistled. “Now that’s something!” he beamed. 

“See, don’t worry, lad — there’s a bit in it for 
both of us,” the officer added as we entered the 
tunnel again. 

Shortly after exiting it, we hold up in some 
traffic, granting us plenty of time for hearty chat. 
While I can’t remember the last time I had such an 
open-hearted conversation with a complete stranger, 
I felt perfectly at ease. Perhaps it was Adil himself 
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who emanated amity that allowed us to talk about 
everything — from our hobbies to some 
reminiscence of our youth. Adil had been born to a 
family of immigrants hailing from Jordan and, with 
that Cynsetol accent, royally rolling some of the 
vowels, somehow added to his amity. 

Even from the outset, he was a gregarious 
individual who endearingly conveyed his love for 
both his wife and daughter. I know common 
etiquette instructs you to not judge a book by its 
cover, but more often than not I am able to give a 
correct initial judgement of an individual. And let’s 
be honest with ourselves, we all do love to judge. 
The difference between each one of us lies in how 
much weight we give to those judgements. 

I always wonder; if the judgement of character 
based on appearance is correct, how much of our 
personality lies within our genes? Even if this is 
solely anecdotal in Adil’s case, is there some 
gradient? While the ancient Romans believed that 
one is born with a clean slate of character, referred 
to as the Tabula Rasa, is that truly the case? 

If it was so, wouldn’t all of humanity appear 
more identical to one another in our demeanour? 
Even individual cultures would perhaps not be 
vastly different to each other, but that is just an 
assumption. All in all, a comfortable centre, a 
middle ground between the two, would be the go-to 
explanation. No one can argue against the 
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importance of a good upbringing and education; 
nature lays the groundwork for the child’s 
foundation, while we as a society take it from there. 
As such, it makes perfect sense that the foundation 
of one’s character manifests itself through those 
individual phenotypes to some extent. 

In Adil’s case, it was a set of things that struck 
me; from the disarming position of his curvy 
eyebrows, to the puffy cheeks that he sported; a 
certain kindness and sincerity radiated from Adil. 
Objectively, he had no reason to drive me to the 
hospital in my own car. I think he extenuated his 
sincerity with that joke he made earlier, saying that 
he was only eager to drive the car. 

He could’ve put me in the back seat of the police 
car and driven me in that to the hospital or, even 
worse, the police station. Instead, he had gone the 
extra mile for a stranger. The most peculiar thing 
about it all was the use of the word “stranger”. 
Hearing him jubilantly chat about his latest voyage 
to his relatives abroad made it seem as if I had 
known both him and his family for a long period of 
time, and I reciprocated, too, as I told him about my 
fiancée and whatnot. 

“Ah, there we are!” he announced the sight of 
the concrete complex in the distance, welcoming us 
with its large, billboarded letters to Sutherham’s 
Red Cross. It appeared to be a lot emptier compared 
to the previous days, as parking turned out to be 
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half a chore. Before stepping out, Adil calmly 
turned towards me as he passed me the keys to the 
car. 

“Just wait here, alright? I'll be back in a bit.” 

I instinctively wanted to step out of the car, but 
my unresponsive legs sought to decide otherwise. 

“Don’t worry, I can’t go far,” I said. 

He ran off and before long he had returned, 
pushing a wheelchair in front of him. 

“Seems a better alternative to carrying you, eh?” 

With minor effort, he helped me mount the 
contraption, pushing me in it to the entrance of the 
building. Entering through the front doors, I could 
immediately see that kind receptionist looking 
towards me in surprise. “Oh dear!” she gasped, 
approaching us. “Adil here just told me what 
happened, but I didn’t think it was you!” 

I wondered why she was even that emphatic; we 
had probably seen each other around five times. It 
made me feel a bit contrite for not remembering her 
name. Is it Greta? Berta? I pondered to myself. 

“T’ll take it from here, thank you, Adil,” she said, 
before taking a hold of the wheelchair. I turned 
around to try and see him, but he was standing just a 
nudge outside of my periphery. Regardless, I waved 
backwards in his direction. 

“Thanks a lot, Adil,” I gestured, appreciatively. 

“No problem, son, take care.” 
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“Well, let’s get you to Dr Cox then, shall we?” 
the lady prompted, as she started moving me off 
towards the elevators. We briefly conversed; 
naturally, she wondered what had happened, so I 
gave her the same story as Adil. “Oh, those maniacs 
on the road!” 
careful, I always say. Never!” 

Escorted through that maze of wards, I almost 
jovially realised that the malodorous stench wasn’t 
perforating my nostrils. I didn’t take any risks, 
though, pressing the fabric of my blue collar against 
my nose. 

“There we are, we’re lucky that he had a gap in 
his schedule. At least we got that going for us!” 
Greta or Berta quipped. I really needed to learn her 
name, but I couldn’t help but feel it’d be impolite if 
I asked for it at this late stage. 

“Let’s get you inside,” she said, as she opened 
the door. There he sat, with those exhausted eyes, 
unkempt hair and, yes, still the same coffee stain 


she pouted. “You can never be too 


under his breast pocket. 

“Thank you, Sarah, you can leave the door,” Dr 
Cox remarked, while he inattentively stared at the 
computer screen. Ah, Sarah! 

“Alright, take care,” she said, as she made her 
leave. 

Upon Sarah’s exit, the doctor sighed before 
looking at me with those tired eyes. 

“T’m sorry about the clinical trials, Viktor.” 
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“Youre just doing your job, I know it wasn’t 
your call,” I replied. 

He looked away for a couple of seconds, 
scratching the edges of his hairline. 

“Alright, so can you tell me what happened?” 

Knowing that there was no point in skimming 
the story here, I told him everything to my best 
extent. 

He stroked his chin, turning around to click open 
his pen before scribbling something down. He 
looked back at me while closing the ballpoint with 
another click. It had started to frustrate me, that 
clicking noise. 

“Are you still taking your medicine, Viktor?” 

“No, I’ve not taken it for the past day,” I 
confessed. “I was a bit absent-minded.” 

“Please do keep taking it, it will substantially 
help your cause.” It is a lost cause, so why does it 
matter? 

“T think the combined stress might have been 
what caused today’s incident, but let’s get you 
checked out,” he continued. 

“Most likely the reaction was psychosomatic by 
nature. I don’t think that we can attribute that to 
Huntington’s just yet.” Ah, was the ‘yet’ in that 
sentence so necessary to say? 

“That being said, we can’t really exclude the 
possibility of it remaining a permanent condition.” 
Ever the bearer of good news. 
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“Shall we continue with some medical check- 
ups?” 

“You think my legs will suddenly be fucking 
responsive now?” I snarled at him. His eyes 
instantly widened, not expecting that impromptu 
outburst. As quick as they had widened, they 
returned to their normal state. He had to be either an 
apathetic man, or permanently hardened by his 
occupation. 

“Youre right, I’m sorry. I think it’d be better if 
you got some rest; you’ve had a tough day, after 
all.” He sighed as he looked away from me. 
“Should I perhaps call your fiancée to pick you 
up?” 

I winced at the suggestion - I didn’t want her to 
know what had happened today, or for my parents 
to, either. 

“No, no thanks, I think I'll call a taxi,” I toned 
down, shaking my head, bewildered by my previous 
outburst. 

“Let me call someone so that they can help you 
out.” 

“Tt’s fine, I'll have to get used to doing this 
myself.” 

“Oh and Vik, please come to the appointment 
next Friday.” 

“Yeah, I will. Goodbye,” I replied bluntly, as I 
briefly struggled, trying to figure out how to 
properly turn a wheelchair about-face. After some 
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awkward manoeuvring, I exited the room, thankful 
that the door had been left open. 

Turning around the corner, I was surprised to see 
a familiar face. 

“Oh, hey, Adil, I thought you had left,” I voiced 
my surprise. 

“No, not yet. Everything alright?” he asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks. Won’t be driving for a 
while, though.” I could see his expression sadden; 
something resonated deep within him as I said those 
words. He turned back to me, curling his lips into a 
friendly, compassionate smile. 

“Ts your missus going to pick you up?” 

“No, I’m going to call a cab,” I sighed. 

‘Don’t want to bother her from work,” I added. 

“T kind of assumed that. Want me to drop you 
off?” My eyes sparkled at the suggestion, baffled by 
the sheer cordiality of this man. 

“T’d really appreciate that, Adil.” 

I don’t know why, but a part of me remained 
vigilant. Even though he was a public servant, the 
display of kindness felt eerily unnatural. It was 
callous to think so really — that we as a society have 
been conditioned to be cautious like that. Had it 
always been like this before? That sheer level of 
innate distrust? All extensions of charity must have 
some hidden, self-serving motive, right? 
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Nevertheless, the more I rationalised the 
situation, the more my fear debilitated. Before we 
passed through the rotating doors at the entrance. 

“Let’s see how we can properly stow this thing 
then,” Adil pondered, after he helped me into the 
passenger’s seat. As he was collapsing the 
wheelchair, putting it into the boot, I glanced in the 
rear-view mirror to see him sombrely wiping his 
eyes. It was unusual to see him without a smile, 
even though it was only for a couple of seconds. It 
was probably some dirt in his eyes, as when he 
stepped back inside, he was back to his old self. 

“Hey, son, your car is pretty dirty from your 
touring in the mud. There’s a car wash nearby, let’s 
go clean it up, shall we? I’m sure your fiancée will 
ask questions if we keep it in this condition,” he 
speculated with a hearty laugh. 

He made a valid point, but I felt uneasy about 
accepting his suggestion. There has to be a moral 
limit to the amount of kindness you can accept from 
someone. 

“Tt’s fine, I'll do it another day,” I countered, as 
my eyes looked ahead, away from him. 

It’s fine, son, don’t worry about it. I don’t mind,” 
he cheerfully insisted, and my reluctant fagade 
didn’t hold. 

“T’d appreciate it, but I really don’t want to hold 
you up any longer than necessary.” 
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“T wouldn’t make the offer if I didn’t want to 
help,” he insisted, starting the engine. 

“Well ... okay then, thank you.” 

It wasn’t too far, neither from my house nor the 
hospital. Crossing over from Arlington Walk onto 
Hircester Road, we made a turn that was like a 
border where sediments of nature were traded off 
for industry. Logistics laid at the heart of 
Sutherham’s economy, vividly indicated by the 
massive hangars all around us. Some of them were 
bought up and converted into a large bazaar. We 
were passing it now, the Souq, it was called. I used 
to work there in my teens, slaving away my 
weekends for minimum wage. I was relieved not to 
be confined to that hell anymore, and it made me 
happy to see the distance between myself and that 
place increase as its image shrank through the rear- 
view window. 

“Hold on, isn’t the car wash next to Sinclair’s 
Bistro, up there?” I asked, awkwardly pointing 
towards the north-west while the car seat obstructed 
me. 

“Oh, the automated one, you mean?” 

“Yeah, that one, shy left of the crossroad.” 

“Why pay ten bucks when you can do a better 
job for half the price yourself?” Adil stated. 

The way he said that, from intonation to 
intention, it reminded me of my own father. 
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“We’re here anyway, see —” he pointed towards 
the only sprout of green in the concrete desert 
ahead. Behind that young poplar, the car wash slyly 
eluded my sight, hiding in-between the indent of 
two larger warehouses. We neared the three half- 
enclosed boxes, coloured red, blue and yellow 
respectively. 

“Do you have some change?” Adil asked, while 
he parked the vehicle into the booth. 

“Yes, I should have some,” I said, as I pulled out 
my wallet, its rattle confirming my assumption. I 
indiscriminately pulled out everything that was in 
the coin pocket and handed it over to him. 

“That should be enough,” he said with a nod, as 
the nickel coins slid into his palm. A piece of paper 
managed to escape together with the coins, grazing 
his index finger. He noticed the apparent change in 
both weight and texture, making him quickly glance 
down to inspect. 

“Oh, I don’t think the machine takes any bills.” 

“My bad, that seems to be a receipt. I don’t know 
how they always end up in there.” 

There wasn’t much I could do while he was out 
there scrubbing my car. I started to observe him 
closely after noticing the unchanging, stern 
expression that gripped him throughout. He rubbed 
and scrubbed, with such a high level of 
concentration. No speck or spot could ever survive 
a gaze like that. Seemingly content, he moved over 
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to the sprays in order to rinse off the car, with no 
change in his demeanour whatsoever. Finally done 
with his fervent cleaning, he stepped back inside. 

“Where is it you live again?” he asked with a 
deep sigh. 

“Four Montpelier Terrace. You know where that 
is?” I replied, still noticing his absent eyes, as if he 
had locked his mirth outside. 

“That’s near the old town hall, isn’t it?” he 
surmised. 

“Yeah, right across from where they’re building 
the new apartments on Davis.” 

“T think I know where that is. Let’s get going 
then,” he confirmed. 

We lapsed into silence for the majority of the 
way, only hearing the humming of the engine in 
front of us. Adil’s expression remained stern, and he 
deeply exhaled a dozen of times before dismally 
looking at me. Even though I had only known the 
man for the better part of an hour, it felt unlike him 
not to smile. 

“T’m glad nothing serious happened,” he said 
calmly, but I could see a tear building up in his eye. 
“You know ... I lost my son to a car accident not 
long ago,” he disclosed, trying his best to stave off 
any more emotions. 

I had no idea how to reply. In truth, I didn’t think 
I even should reply. I noticed that Adil appreciated 
the sincerity of my silence. In fact, I did empathise, 
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that’s why I refrained from saying something as 
superficial as, “I’m sorry for your loss.” I know 
first-hand that these words certainly do not mend, 
they only pretend to do so. 

Actions can somehow aspire to heal, and since I 
was unable to act, it was best to remain silent. The 
least I could do was to invite him over for dinner, as 
a sign of gratitude for his platitudes. “Thanks, I'll 
consider it,” he’d politely respond, but his 
intonation implied that he was civilly declining. 

Is it that I remind him of his son too much? 1 
decided that the best course of action would be to 
tread lightly. I managed to persuade him to 
exchange phone numbers with me. I told him that 
I'd be more than willing to help him out by setting 
up his personal website if he ever desired one, or to 
give his daughter an internship. Regardless, they 
felt like empty promises, as Adil didn’t strike me to 
be the person to request a favour, even if presented 
with an opportunity to do so. 

“If there’s anything I can do, reach out, okay?” I 
implored, and it wasn’t due to some desire to make 
it quits; he was a genuine man, and I wouldn’t mind 
going out of my way to help him if he ever needed 
it. 

“Oh, take a right over there,” I remarked, 
spotting the turn right up ahead. As we drove down 
the street, I could see that Vanessa’s car was 
thankfully absent. 
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“You can at least stay for tea, right?” I offered. 

“Well, I have to wait for Simon anyway, so why 
not,” he agreed, after having parked the car. 

Inside, I prepared an espresso for him without 
much struggle, as delightedly the machine was 
within my reach. He offered to help, but I declined. 
I had to learn how to help myself from this 
predicament. Half-way through our second brew, It 
didn’t take long before Simon arrived. 

Seeing both of them part, I was thankful that 
Vanessa wasn’t home until five. She would have 
inquired on what a police car was doing outside our 
house, although the wheelchair would still raise her 
eyebrows, curving with suspicion, and I had about 
over an hour left to conjure up a believable story. I 
checked my phone, shockingly realising that I 
hadn’t informed anyone at the office what had 
happened today. I instantly rang Frederick. 

“Hey, where have you been? I’ve been trying to 
reach you all day,” he exasperated. 

“T’ve had a rough day. I don’t think I’ Il be 
coming to the office for a little while.” 

“Damn, what’s happened?” 

“T had an accident on the road today, it’s nothing 
too bad, but I’ll have to take it easy.” 

“Yeah, I get that. I’ll notify everyone, don’t 
worry about anything, okay?” he replied. 

Thinking about not being able to make it to the 
office anymore unsettled me. Not only was there 
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still plenty of work to do, but I also didn’t want to 
waste my time from now on binge-watching some 
web-streamed series like a lobotomite. I had to keep 
my mind occupied. 

“Can you get Jane to clear me with an RDP* so I 
can work from home?” I asked him. 

“You just said you had to take it easy.” 

“T’ll go nuts doing nothing, especially with those 
deadlines we have,” I argued. 

“The nearest one is two weeks from now, I don’t 
think anyone would mind an hour of overtime.” 

“Yeah, or you could let me do the work and no 
one does any overtime,” I maintained. 

“You should rest, Vik. How about I pick you and 
Vanessa up for dinner this Sunday?” 

“Are you fucking going to tell me what to do? 
Does the E in CEO stand for expired?!” I yelled into 
the phone. At least now I would decide how it was 
going to be. My choice. 

“Calm down, Vik, I don’t—” 

“T’1l calm down if you get me connected,” I 
hissed in response. 

“Okay, Pll see what I can do.” 

“Great ... great. Thank you.” 

“Vik, don’t strain yourself, alright? Frederick 
advised with audible shock. 


* RDP: Remote desktop protocol. It enables access from one 
computer to another, allowing its users to work from home 
or another location. 


Page | 82 


“T’Il manage, don’t worry.” 

“T’11 call you tomorrow around noon, then?” 

“Sure, thanks,” I responded, before hanging up 
the phone, and the ensuing silence made me realise 
how worked up I had gotten. 

It wasn’t my temper that had grown fouler, no. 
Everyone around me simply has to stop testing my 
patience. I’m getting sick of it. After a long browse 
of what I should watch, I stumbled onto a 
documentary regarding marine life. It had sucked 
me in, and before I knew it, the loud rumble of an 
engine from beyond the door had signalled 
Vanessa’s return. She had arrived home from work 
early and was surprised to see me, even more so 
when seeing me in a wheelchair. I was exhausted 
and exasperated, both during and after my 
explanation. I told her it had come out of the blue at 
work and that Frederick drove me home after we 
had visited the hospital. She bought it, but 
unsurprisingly remained visibly aghast. 


Chapter 7: Table Conversations 


I slept on the couch for the first few days before we 
installed an elevator to help me get upstairs. 
Thankfully, I got the RDP access from Frederick 
after I had politely called off the weekend dinner. It 
was a short-lived victory, as Vanessa vehemently 
disputed my desire to work. 
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“Work is what has got you into such a state!” 
she’d argue. I was heavily inclined to yell at her, for 
the sheer arrogance, how can she possibly know 
what I need? I needed to find something to 
completely lose myself in. I gave video games a 
shot as I used to avidly play them about a decade 
previously, but I didn’t feel driven by them any 
longer. 

The first couple of days of my house arrest 
weren’t completely bad, as I managed to sneak in a 
couple of hours of work right before she returned 
home. The week after, however, she decided she 
would take up all her sick days so she could spend 
them with me. I can’t dispute that her intentions 
were good and that I appreciated the gesture, but 
dear heavens, did it irk me. My restlessness would 
transfer over to the nights. It was deceptive, as I felt 
myself getting tired towards the evenings, but as 
soon as I lay down in bed, I’d just stare at the 
ceiling for hours on end. Insomnia was certainly not 
unfamiliar to me, and I even developed my own 
mechanism to cope with it, but it wasn’t of any help 
this time. It did nothing. 

The unstoppable march of the calendar had 
bogged down in this winter cold. The days seemed 
endlessly long, and I could certainly feel the 
attrition of that. Everything felt the same, all those 
days throughout December, as if I had been 
scammed by a fraudulent company advertising the 
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same product as “unique”. New Year’s Eve felt like 
a cheaply made sequel of a film I’d seen so many 
times already. 

Vanessa remained headstrong, spending her time 
looking for any other possible experimental trials 
whilst doing her utmost. 

Both our expectations dwindled and, before long, 
the fading of that initial glimmer of hope that had 
shone within her brown eyes made it seem like they 
had now turned black. 

“Are you going to get dressed up?” she asked. 

“T think the embalmer will do that for me in due 
time, thank you,” I deadpanned. 

“Your parents invited us for dinner today, Vik.” 

“Ah, right. Splendid,” I monotoned in return. 

“Do you want to do something else?” 

“Oh, by all means. It’s not like I have anything 
better to do, like work, right?” I jeered, to which she 
gave me an empty stare. “Well? It’s bad etiquette to 
keep them waiting,” I said, before we made our way 
to my parents at Turing Road. 

“Good to see you again, Vik!” my mother 
greeted us at the door, before wobbling over to the 
oven and retrieving her signature dish. “I made you 
your favourite.” 

“Ah, that’s great,” I replied apathetically, before 
all sat down. She laid a portion on my plate and its 
rich smell instantly entered my nostrils. Normally, 
my mouth would water from that alone, but no 
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matter which dish had been served today, be it 
sweet, bitter, succulent or dry — I would have lacked 
any appetite, like I have for the past months. 

“Quite the beard you’ve grown now; you’re 
almost like Castro,” my father commented. 

“Almost,” I said bluntly. “It won’t be long before 
I will be.” 

“You should shave it,” my mother commented. 
“T think you look better like that.” 

“You should stop saying daft things, you also 
look better like that,” I snarled, as I poked at the 
orange flesh with my fork. Nigh-instantly, the jovial 
atmosphere that was present in the room dimmed 


away 

“Let’s eat,” she chuckled awkwardly, “before it 
gets cold.” 

“Lovely suggestion, I might consider shaving 
myself now.” 

“So, err... "Ness ...” my father said, turning 


towards my fiancée in an attempt to lighten the 
mood. “Why won’t you tell us how your day was?” 
“T was called in at the office not too long ago.” 
She replied, stumbling. “Apparently, everything that 
could go wrong with filing the subpoena for the 
Fereni case did, so most of us are screwed now, and 
we will have to work overtime,” she went on with a 
forlorn look, staring at the glass of merlot in her 
hand, gently swirling it. “But luckily I got off, 
though!” she said, as she curled a smile. It seemed 
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to have sparked the atmosphere, as from there on 
idle chit-chat went back and forth, like the wine in 
her glass; making rounds and rounds, going on 
without end. It toiled and toiled, and with each word 
that was spun, something swirled inside me as well. 

They wouldn’t stop their yapping, going on and 
on, without an end in sight. All the goddamn 
banalities, the news and other irrelevant events; like 
how my mother had met Tricia on her way for 
groceries. Is it ever going to stop? To add insult to 
injury, I could spot an occasional, sincere laugh. 
The audacity, the nerve! Do they not realise? Are 
they not even trying to? It’s as if they don’t even 
remotely care about the fact that I'll be turning into 
a drooling sack of human waste before I even know 
it! 

I could feel my blood boil as if my heart were a 
brazen furnace, steadily kindling the cinders in my 
veins. It was omnipresent — a sickening sensation in 
both my head and abdomen, a burning in my biceps, 
demanding aggression, demanding at least 
something! Slowly but surely, I was unable to stave 
off the pressure inside. 

“Vik, are you alright? You haven’t touched your 
dinner at all,” my mother remarked. 

“Ah, you’re right,” I snickered, before I brashly 
slammed both fists against the table, forcing them to 
look at me. Oh, and how they looked at me — with 
that stupid, childish confusion of theirs. 
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“T haven’t touched my dinner,” I reiterated 
capriciously, and with it, I answered the call my 
body was pleading for: I violently swept my right 
hand across the table, flinching all that was within 
reach onto the ground. I could feel the adrenaline 
surging as it almost slowed down time for me. I saw 
all the detail, with complete clarity — from the 
bohemian carafe, to my sister’s picture flying 
through the air; a cacophonous concerto of dishes 
and cutlery, as everything crashed down onto the 
ground simultaneously. 

Despite the dishes breaking, piece by piece in 
pandemonium, it did not affect me at all. 

“There you go!” I bellowed louder than the 
clatter the smashing objects had made. “Are you 
happy now?” I sneered. 

“Why are none of you laughing anymore, huh?” 

“Vik —” 

“TIsn’t it hilarious that I can’t even walk 
anymore? God knows when I will be able to talk or 
breathe for the last time, and instead of giving me a 
fucking bucket list of things you want me to pass on 
to Alissa, for the off-chance I won’t go to hell, you 
sit there talking about some degenerate—” 

“T didn’t mean to—” my mother bawled in 
shock, as her eyes watered up. 

“Then what the hell did you mean?!” I roared 
back at her. 
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“Son, please ...” my father begged, moving over 
as he attempted to embrace me. 

“Get your damn hands off of me,” I hysterically 
hissed “Get them off of me!” I raged at him, as I 
tried to push him away. Aghast at my shouting, he 
stepped aside before I could push him, making me 
lose my equilibrium. As I plunged down from my 
chair onto the ground, I saw Vanessa cover her 
mouth in horror before I added to the broken mess 
of scattered cutlery and shattered dishes below. I 
was not entirely sure what was being said as their 
voices had dissipated to that of murmurs over a 
noise that grew louder and louder. It wasn’t a noise, 
but rather a rhythm, which invoked a sense of 
tranquillity within me. It was the second-best thing 
to silence, and away from the world, I 
serendipitously rode that rattling chariot all the way 
back to 4 Montpelier Terrace before it chucked me 
out of my oneiric state back into reality, where I 
found myself confined to my wheelchair, browsing 
through some asinine article online. All I did was 
rubberneck it before clicking on to the next, 
pretending to have read something. 

“Do you want to talk about what happened?” 
Vanessa asked querulously. 

“No, not really,” I answered laconically. 

“Ts there anything that you want to do?” Vanessa 
sighed, as she put her tablet away, turning to me 
with a jaded look in her eyes. 
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“Yeah, I’d love to go for a walk,” I sarcastically 
replied. 

“Alright, it’s not dark yet, so we can go,” she 
said with a nod, moving over to my wheelchair, 
unaware that I was being cynical. 

“With my goddamn legs, thank you!” I snarled at 
her. 

“You're not making this easy for me,” she stated 
with harrowing calmness. There was no notion of 
frustration, nor any traces of that earlier exhaustion. 
It was a warning; a mettlesome spirit that was 
slowly succumbing to fatigue. Her undertone 
signalled it aloud, crying as if it could hold five, 
maybe six, more straws until that camel’s back 
would break. I remained oblivious to it, perhaps 
even by choice. 

“Ah, I’m sorry. I forgot how hard it is for you,” I 
growled. “Truly sorry, Pll go do some jumping 
jacks to ease my mind, oh, ha-ha, silly me!” I 
continued to exasperate. With that last syllable 
slithering off my tongue, a brief, yet very 
uncomfortable silence ensued. I instantly realised 
that it wasn’t five, nor six straws; it was one, and I 
had slammed it atop like a brute. 

I sensed the tension in the air, making my 
muscles contract. While I couldn’t see her 
expression, I certainly felt it through the arduous 
air. She walked up towards me, facing me with her 
watery eyes. She was shaking, her muscles battling 
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between whether they should express anger or 
sorrow, showing a conflicted middle ground within 
the trenches of her frowns. 

“You think I have it easy?! I barely work 
anymore because of you!” she raged. “I don’t sleep 
anymore because of you!” she wailed. “Every time I 
feel you shudder when you’re lying next to me, I 
want to throw up. It’s not only me, it’s everyone. 
Everyone wants to help you, but you keep pushing 
us all away. You don’t want to visit the counselling 
sessions anymore, you don’t want to visit the doctor 
anymore. You don’t want anything anymore, it’s 
like you’ ve just given up.” 

“What’s the goddamn point of it, huh?” I barked. 

“What about me, then?” she pled. “What about 
our matriage?” 

“T’m not going to let you marry a dead man!” I 
scoffed. I saw her lips contract as she lifted up her 
right hand, which delivered a burning sensation 
within a flash of a second; I could feel my left 
cheek stinging. 

“Go to hell, Viktor,” she scowled, storming off 
before brazenly slamming the door shut. Through 
the rumbling echo of the clacking wood, I could feel 
my face blazing. It was a physical manifestation of 
all her emotions, everything she had kept bottled up 
until that very moment, but even that wasn’t enough 
to leave a mark. Only once in her life had she hit me 
like that, but now, it didn’t sadden me. I didn’t feel 
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any remorse. I didn’t feel anything but that imprint. 
I did, however, understand that I needed to show 
her more sympathy; that I shouldn’t take everything 
she did for granted, but what was the point of 
understanding if one didn’t act on it? What was the 
point of it all, anyway? 

Meanwhile, I turned my wheelchair around and 
switched on the television. After zapping through a 
dozen stations, I landed on the Discovery Channel, I 
remember fondly watching their documentaries as a 
kid. After watching approximately forty seconds of 
some balding man being proud of how he had made 
around six-hundred dollars on a garage sale, I 
physically cringed before changing channels. 

“What a revelation. Discovery at its finest,” I 
mumbled. At least Animal Planet was still about 
animals. My attention was shortly diverted to my 
ringing phone, which was lying on the table. It rang 
and rang and rang, relentlessly without end, its shrill 
sound echoing in my ears. 

“T swear, one more time and I’I] massacre you, 
you rectangular piece of shit!” I screamed at the 
inanimate object, following this outburst with an 
intense stare-off. I waited for it to ring. Go on, try 
me. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Prick,” I murmured 
aloud, with the imposing voice of David 
Attenborough commentating in the background. 
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Chapter 8: Blue Borealis 


The highlight of my days consisted of binge- 
watching those documentaries on Animal Planet. I 
always had a keen affinity towards nature and her 
plethora of intricacies: the tight ship of an 
interdependent ecology, where even a minor change 
could lead to something catastrophically different. 
The more I watched the screen, the more I realised 
how many of those minor changes we actually 
contribute to. 

A dozen flowers do make a bouquet, and we sure 
try our damn hardest to collect funeral flowers by 
polluting both seas and skies with our plastic roses 
and tulips of smoke. We are an invasive species, 
that much is certain, but it doesn’t necessarily imply 
that we are a travesty to our planet. 

In the Amazon rainforest, with all her diversity 
in flora and fauna, you will find that some spots are 
occupied by only one species. Legend says that the 
Chullachaki hides there in that so-called devil’s 
garden — as the ruthless guardian of the rainforest. 
Rather than folklore, it’s the trees of those gardens 
that are more interesting than its guardian myth; a 
specific species of plant that aggressively kills off 
any other plant life around it that even ferns stand 
no chance. It is dominant within its territory, and so 
are we. 
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Inside our earthen realm, we continually claim to 
disconnect from nature itself as if we pretend to 
stand outside it, not a part of our ecology in any 
way. There is synergy between us and her; we 
continually adapt to each other. I’m confident that 
nature will survive, no matter what disasters we 
might bring upon her, but it by no means should 
serve as an extenuation to our actions. By hurting 
nature, we hurt ourselves — and the only reason why 
she tolerates such callous offspring such as 
ourselves is because we have the ability to spread 
the gift of life to other barren places. Mars, Titan — 
each passing day, it becomes more of a reality. In 
order to spread life, we must cherish its gift. It’s 
something that many of us can’t do, especially 
when it seems to be fleeting away. It’s not as if 
we’re not trying. Jt’s not as if I’m not trying. As 
goes with any goal in mind, you have to set one that 
is within reach first. J will be a good man — it’s 
rather ambiguous, isn’t it? 

I knew [ had to apologise to Vanessa. She had 
fought just as hard as I had, perhaps even more so, 
and my foul mood was simply one adversary too 
many for her. I knew, I did understand and P’'d 
promised myself one too many times that I would 
do my best not to be one. For now, however, I will 
keep on taming my disgruntled nature. 

I started off by doing something I should have 
done a long while ago. “Where is that damned 
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medicine again?” I said to myself. “Ah, right!” I 
exclaimed, as if I was struck with epiphany. I 
moved over to the shelf next to the refrigerator. “It 
should be somewhere here ...”” I mumbled, while 
rummaging through the contents. 

I stumbled on what I was looking for — a white 
and cyan-blue box displaying the title “Xanax 
Retard”. J know, I am, I thought, as I grabbed a 
white pill from the box, before ingesting it with a 
glass of water. Before Vanessa had even returned 
from her calming stroll, the Alprazolam had shifted 
me from a state of bitter pessimism to one of 
indifference, numbing me from my surrounding 
impulses. I now felt like a numbed monkey, but at 
least I was a docile one. 

I scooted back to my old pal David, as he started 
explaining the hierarchy within a chimpanzee 
society through the television screen. There were 
too many syllables for my drooling self at the time, 
and I quickly became distracted by the sound of 
rattling keys signalling Vanessa’s return from 
outside. 

“Hey ...” I timidly greeted her, as the door was 
ajar and her beige coat was slightly peeking 
through. 

“Hi,” she replied perfunctorily. 

“Ness, I’m sorry. It’s ... as if I’m not in control 
of myself anymore.” I admitted, but to her, those 
were the words of a peddler selling snake oil. 
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“Okay,” she replied with an aloof tone. 

“T mean it, I’ll be taking my meds again. I-I just 
took some.” I could see her eyes watering up again 
as she bent down to take off her shoes. It made me 
feel conflicted; I hadn’t said something else bad 
now, had I? 

“Yeah, that’s good,” she commented, passing by 
me as she walked over to the living room. There 
was more warmth to her voice now, just a teensy bit 
more, but enough for me to continue on. 

“T’ll be with you in a bit,” I hollered after her, 
before moving over to the restroom. 

She glanced back and, witnessing where I was 
heading, quickly turned around. “Do you need some 
help?” she suggestively inquired. 

“No, I’ma big boy, I can handle myself.” 

“Debatable,” she smirked. J did earn that one. 

With some struggle, I lifted myself onto my 
porcelain throne. As a man does when seated in 
such a regal cathedra, he ponders on pressing 
questions such as how we can cure cancer, or 
contemplating how many blood-crazed toddlers 
they could fend off. You never know when those 
kids might turn completely rabid. 

Lost in my train of important thoughts, I could 
hear my phone ringing, clanging against the glass 
on the coffee table in the living room, but I had 
more pressing matters to attend to. To my surprise, I 
could only hear it ring one time. Jf only more people 
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would do that when I can’t pick up, 1 thought to 
myself, as I flushed the toilet. With some Cirque- 
du-Soleil-esque acrobatics, I got back into my 
wheelchair in one swift motion. I opened up the 
door, not expecting to see Vanessa standing right in 
front of the doorway. 

“Err, hi there?” I said, looking at her smiling 
eerily, holding my phone in her hand. 

“Did you pick up my phone just now?” I 
guessed. 

“Yes, I did!” she exulted in nigh jumping in 
elation and ecstasy. 

“What’s the matter?” I inquired, as I gave her a 
puzzled look. “Who called?” 

“T was just on the phone with a man representing 
Dr Pyotr Anokhin, from the Experimental 
Neurocybernetic Research Centre of Tbilisi!” she 
disclosed, in a way that implied I should know 
exactly who, what and where that was. I couldn’t 
help but feel a little bit impish as she revealed that. 

“Ah, right, Dr Bobin! Great lad, how is he 
doing?” I teased her. 

“Anokhin, not Bobin,” she corrected me. 

“Yeah, he changed his name after that 
scandalous affair of his. A tragedy, really.” 

“Can you stop with the sarcasm for a second?” 
she protested, as she hid her smile, glaring 
mirthfully yet impatiently. 
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“T’m just joking, go ahead,” I cachinnated. I 
think I saw it again, that little ember in her eyes. 

“They can help you, Vik, they can!” she said. 
Nah, I can’t buy into this caprice of fate just yet. 

“You can be cured! They have been looking for a 
participant for their research. They know we got 
denied for the other therapy in Poland. They 
apparently tried contacting you a couple of times 
already,” she continued. Something doesn’t feel 
right here. How did they get my data? Moreover, 
why couldn’t we find anything about this before? 

“The few trials that they’ve had have all been 
successful,” she gleefully went on. “They want you, 
Vik! They can help you. Don’t you see?” All that 
joy within her, it was either my rationale or the 
Xanax that wasn’t allowing me to reciprocate it. I 
have to admit, I did feel a notion of hope crawling 
back again, but I didn’t want it to rise up, especially 
considering how it had been trampled last time. On 
top of that, it felt extremely far-fetched. What 
choice do I have? Even if it is an elaborate ploy to 
chop me up for organs, it’s worth giving it a shot. 

“What did the talk end with?” I asked. 

“They’re going to call back on Monday,” she 
replied. 

“You know, you could’ve passed me the phone 
while I was on the toilet,” I said in return. 

“T wanted to discuss it with you first; maybe you 
would have done something reckless, like hang up.” 
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She did make a valid point there, as I was rather 
unpredictable lately. 

We spent the following Sunday looking up 
whatever we could find on them to ensure it wasn’t 
some elaborate scam that would make us wire 
money to an alleged prince in Nigeria, so we started 
by checking the credentials of the representative. 

It didn’t take us too long to find a trail that led to a 
firm named Asclepius Pharmaceutical Holding, 
which seemed to have their headquarters situated 
down in Cynsetol. It was a good start. 

Next on our list would be the doctor himself. 

“What was his name, Bobin, right?” I mused. 

“No, no. It was ... Anakin?” she replied 
uncertainly. I typed in the name, only to stumble on 
a dozen Star Wars-related articles. Wonderful. 

“Try adding doctor in front of it,” Vanessa 
suggested. “Oh, and change the spelling a bit,” she 
quickly added, before I typed the additions into the 
search bar. 

We stared in disbelief at the hoard of relevant 
results; a multiple Nobel Prize winner in neurology, 
and an article of Erudite’s Digest that lauded one of 
his earlier projects. 

March 13, 2024: Revolutionary Neurodigital 
“Transmission of Human Consciousness marks a 
New Age in Science” another headline praised him. 
All the reputable academic journals I could think of 
had written about the man’s accolades. 
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Thinking back, I wasn’t unfamiliar with that last 
headline. Hell, I had even discussed it intricately 
with my colleagues somewhere in the past. 

“Seems good, right?” Vanessa chirped, as we 
both stared at the screen in disbelief. 

“A bit too good, don’t you think?” I asked 
hesitantly. 

“We can find out more tomorrow. Let’s go to 
bed, it’s getting late,” she yawned. 

Oh, but sleeping was completely out of the 
question now. Giddy like an infant during a sugar 
rush at Christmas, I wasn’t able to close my eyes at 
all. How eager I was to unwrap the next day! I 
turned around to look at Vanessa, hoping to curb 
my restlessness over a small chat, but all she 
answered me with was a loud snore. I guess this 
was the news she had been waiting for, that both of 
us had been, really. 

I knew I had to get some rest, too, and thankfully 
I had a box of Xanax Retard pills right next to me. 
Instead of thinking about how they had put a rude 
slur on the box, I started counting sheep instead; a 
fluffy herd of forty-one, to be scattered at daylight. 

Without setting an alarm, we woke up at close to 
seven in the morning. / wish I could do that on a 
normal workday, but I’m not one to look a gifted 
horse in the mouth, at least not when it doesn’t reek. 

For some consecutive hours, we were glued to 
the mahogany dining table, staring at my phone, 
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which was placed in the middle of the wooden 
surface. Even Vanessa seemed to be impatient at the 
wait. “Should we call him now, maybe?” she 
suggested. 

“Well, he said he would call us,” I retorted, 
slightly curving my lips to the side of my mouth. 

“T’1l go make some coffee then, you want 
some?” 

“Sure, thanks.” 

When the morning aged into the afternoon at 
twelve sharp, its display changed to a phone number 
starting with +18, while vibrating enthusiastically. 
It’s them! It has to be! 

I instantly reached for the phone. “Hello, Viktor 
Augustin speaking?” I nervously answered. 

“Ah, hello, Mr Augustin! I’m James Barnes, 
representative of Asclepius Pharmaceuticals, 
AlbaMed, on behalf of the Tbilisi Research Centre. 
I believe I spoke to your fiancée on the phone 
yesterday. Am I calling at a convenient moment?” 

“Definitely,” I affirmed. “And yeah, Vanessa 
told me all about it, so how can I help you?” 

“Well, it’s not so much how you can help us, Mr 
Augustin,” the cheery voice replied. “It’s more 
about how we can help you!” If he hadn’t said what 
company he was representing, I’d assume he was 
some astute car salesman. Vanessa was right. I 
might’ve hung up. 
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“Would you mind if I repeat the same things I 
told your fiancée?” his voice queried. 

“Oh, by all means,” I replied in a polite manner. 

“Alright! As your betrothed might have told you, 
we are looking to fine-tune our experimental 
technology of conscience transplantation. The same 
old you, in a completely fresh body!” 

“U-huh.” J almost want to ask him if it comes 
with an in-built navigation system. 

“The operation itself will happen in Tbilisi, 
Georgia. We will arrange both a flight and 
accommodation, so you won’t have to worry about 
that. However, I’d have to ask you to come by our 
office with a valid passport first,” he continued. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, what do I owe this 
pleasure to?” I warily asked. 

“I beg your pardon?” Mr Barnes replied. 

“Well, don’t mistake my inquiry for a lack of 
enthusiasm, but why me?” 

“We need a patient with a genetic condition that 
affects the brain, any prion disease, but preferably 
Huntington’s. We saw the rejection of your 
application for the gene-silencing therapy from one 
of our subsidiaries in both Poland and the 
commonwealth,” he explained. 

“T see. Thank you.” 

“Happy I could clear that up for you. As for now, 
I'd like to welcome you to our headquarters during 
working hours so that you can sign the proper 
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documents. I will send you the address by email. 
Just looking here, that is V-dot-Augustin-at-Dmail- 
dot-com, is that correct?” 

“Yes, that’s the one,” I confirmed. 

“Great, you should have it in a couple of 
minutes. Also, feel free to park in front of our 
building if you travel by car.” 


Chapter 9: Embers Reignited 


The address sent was the exact same as the one we 
had looked up earlier. Practically situated in the 
centre of Cynsetol, their headquarters were located 
in a prominent, Victorian-style building on 
Winchester Boulevard. “Didn’t he say we could 
park at the front of the building?” Vanessa mused, 
attentively searching around for a suitable place. 

“Yeah, but I don’t think we have the liberty to 
ram a car out of the way to make space. Let’s go 
over there —” I pointed to a public parking garage. 
With rates of £12 per hour, I couldn’t help but 
wonder what revenue the owner must make on such 
a low-maintenance, asphalted establishment. 

Turning off the radio to help her concentrate, she 
carefully parked the car before turning to me, 
batting her eyelashes and staring at me with puppy 
dog eyes, as if she wanted to be praised. I gave her a 
smile; I have a habit for making any words sound 
either patronising or sarcastic, after all. 
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“Let’s go?” she prompted, stepping out of the car 
to retrieve my wheelchair. 

Exiting the parking lot, the building was notably 
more imposing when standing right next to it. 
Although an absolutely stunning piece of masonry 
and craftsmanship alike, it wasn’t its colossal size, 
abundantly decorated with carefully chiselled cills 
under their windows, nor the gilded lintels that sat 
like carefully pruned golden eyebrows on their 
imposing windows that made it so grandiose. It was 
a lighthouse, a beacon of hope on a shoreline named 
Asclepius Pharma, that we’d so desperately been 
looking for. Its ornate modern interior gave the 
impression that the front door that laid nestled 
amidst two Corinthian columns was a gateway 
between realms, passing off the illusion that we had 
entered a different building altogether. 

“Can I help you?” a young man attentively asked 
from behind the reception on our approach. 

“Yes, we’re looking for a Mr Barnes,” I said. 

“For the experimental treatment,” Vanessa 
briskly added. 

“T see, one moment please,” he affirmed with an 
earnest nod, reaching out to the phone, looking 
away from us. 

“Hello, Mr Barnes, I have a Mr ... Err...” he 
stumbled, quickly glancing over at us, in a hurried 
fashion that implored for my name. 

“Viktor Augustin,” I obliged. 
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“Mr Augustin,” he reiterated, while curving an 
appreciative smile and nod towards us. 

“Alright. I see. Oh really? Yes, Ill send them 
right over,” he said, before hanging up the phone. 
“He’ll be waiting for you on the nineteenth floor. 
You can take the elevators here, to the left.” 

“Great, thank you,” we both replied in chorus, 
ready to climb the spire. 

The tyres of my wheelchair squeaked, jumping 
from the white marble to the metal threshold of the 
elevator cabin. Serenaded by some cosy music, we 
were lifted off before a melodic ‘ding’ ordered the 
gates to open. Behind it, an individual was awaiting 
us, presumably Mr Barnes himself. Dressed in a 
fancy, plain-grey, two-button suit, he was your 
archetypical well-groomed company man. 

“Ah, Mr and Mrs Augustin, happy to see you 
made it!” He ecstatically greeted us, before 
extending his hand to me. “James Barnes, but feel 
free to call me Jack. Pleased to meet you,” he 
introduced himself, before leading us down the 
hallway. 

“Please, right in here,” he smiled, holding open 
the door to a large conference room, while 
extending his hand in a gesturing fashion before we 
stepped inside. “Did you have a good trip?” he 
politely inquired. 

“Not too troublesome, thank you,” Vanessa 
replied, with a tetchy undertone. 
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“I’m sorry about the parking, bit of a busy day 
here,” he apologised, as he reached over to a bundle 
of documents. “Alright, first things first. Viktor, 
you'll have to sign this waiver,” he pointed out, as 
he presented me with a small booklet before turning 
over to Vanessa. 

“And you, Vanessa, we’d need you to sign an 
NDA,” he continued. 

“What’s the NDA for?” Vanessa wondered. 

“Tt’s listed right there,” he elucidated, as he put 
his index finger on a syntax. Like a true attorney, 
‘Ness proceeded to thoroughly comb through the 
files like a barber’s razor. 

“Tf you don’t mind, can I please have your 
passports while you read this through?” Mr Barnes 
implored. 

“Ah, of course,” I nodded, before taking out our 
blue and crimson-red passports from my left pocket. 
“Oh, Canadian?” Jack commented to Vanessa. 

“T’m still in the middle of getting a local one. Is 
it a problem?” she replied, lightly apprehended. 

“Oh, no. Not for the NDA, at least,” he 
responded. “T’Il be back in a bit. Let me know if 
you have any questions when I return,” he informed 
us, before he left the room. Contrary to Vanessa, I 
browsed through the files in a cursory manner. 

I can’t recall a moment in my life where I would 
have pedantically analysed every single detail of the 
conditions I’d be subjecting myself to. Whether it 
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be your average mobile phone plan or those medical 
papers right then and there. Despite owning a firm, 
I'd thankfully had consultants who would make 
sure to scrutinise every stipulation to catch on 
whether there was a catch buried between the lines. 

Whenever I got papers such as these, I’d briefly 
glance them over as a pretentious affectation of 
rational decision-making and would nod confidently 
on occasion. J know I should read these more 
carefully and there is ample reason to. But right 
now? A beggar can’t be a chooser. It’s this or 
nothing. Nevertheless, there was a specific clause 
that caught my attention, sending a shiver down my 
incrementally dysfunctional spine: 


23-a: Signee hereby consents that the Tbilisi 
Research Centre, AlbaMed Holding et al (Ref 
149) is not responsible for any operational 
failures and that only the Principal Investigator 
shall be responsible for obtaining authorisation 
from the representatives of the Trial Site to 
perform the Clinical Trial at the Trial Site, which 
shall include, but not be limited to the 
engagement of sub-investigators, to the extent 
applicable that the pharmacist of the Institution 
(unless a separate Pharmacy Agreement is made 
as set out in article 15 above), clinical chemists, 
and the Tbilisi Research Staff require to perform 
the Clinical Trial as set out in this Agreement. 


Page |107 


23-b: Signee hereby forfeits any claims and 
ownership of his former biomass in lieu of a 
successful operation as their personal 
possession and a 90-day abstention period from 
(UC/YU) Post-mortem bill, 1989, c 22 — 25 in 
case of operational failure. 


NOTICE: CONTRACT & PROCEDURE ARE ELIGIBLE 
ONLY TO UC/YU CITIZENS. 


PLEASE SIGN HERE: 


As soon as I signed this, both my fate and my body 
were theirs for the time being. 

Perhaps I should talk this through with Vanessa, 
I thought to myself, but before I could even 
comprehend it, my trembling hands had already put 
down a crude signature. Vanessa heard the scratches 
coming from my pen, giving me a disgruntled look. 

“Why didn’t you let me read it first?” she 
complained in dismay, before letting out a deep sigh 
that breathed a realisation that there was indeed no 
alternative. 

“T’m back,” Jack announced, as he approached 
through the doorway. “Did you manage?” 

“Yes, here you go,” Vanessa presented him with 
the papers. 

“Great!” he exclaimed, lightly clapping both of 
his hands against the glass table before moving over 
to collect the contracts. 
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“Regarding your plane tickets ...” he started, as 
he rattled the papers into a neat stack. “... you'll 
have them in your mailbox as soon as two days 
from now, five at the most. If there is any trouble or 
pressing matters, you know how to reach me.” 


Chapter 10: Autonomous Homunculus 


We bid our farewells, returning home to prepare 
ourselves for the trip to come. It was oddly 
reminiscent to packing for a vacation; that light- 
hearted atmosphere when you bundle both clothes 
and good expectations to take along with you. It 
was a Salubrious and necessary change of pace. 

“What suit do you want me to pack?” Vanessa 
asked me with her head stuck in the wardrobe. 

“A suit, what for?” I wondered with a frown. 

“We could perhaps go for a dinner somewhere 
fancy, after the operation?” she suggested. 

“Pack the tuxedo then,” I replied. 

“The black one?” she guessed, with her head still 
inside the armoire. 

“T don’t think I have any other tuxes, actually.” 

“What do you think I should wear?” she asked, 
as she carefully stowed my satin formalwear. 

“How about that red dress?” I proposed, 
scratching the back of my head; it was the only 
thing I could remember out of her whole menagerie 
of clothing. 


Page | 109 


“The burgundy one, you mean?” 

“That’s the one,” I guessed. 

“Did you talk to your parents, by the way?” she 
went on to ask me. 

“Yes, they wanted to see us off at the airport,” I 
responded. 

“Oh, we could go together, then?” Vanessa 
commented. 

“T told them we’d see each other when I’Il be all 
fixed up,” I replied. “I want them to see me healthy, 
not like this,” I added. 

“But—” Vanessa retorted before I cut her off. 

“All will be fine.” 

As promised, we got our plane tickets within two 
days, departing on Monday 10 May. For a welcome 
change, everything transpired flawlessly. The 
airport staff and airplane crew were helpful in 
getting us seated in 1A and 1B respectively. 
Turning to my right, I could see my betrothed 
gaping around uncomfortably; she was always 
finicky about flying. I rested my hand on hers, 
comforting her with a caress over her wedding ring 
while the plane rumbled and prepared itself for 
take-off. Her jitters would pass as soon as the 
aircraft pierced the cotton clouds, comforted by the 
sight below, where cars traversed the roads like 
sanguine grains moving through concrete arteries, 
pumping the lifeblood of our economy. 
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I managed to doze off for a couple of hours, 
awakening to the Tbilisi nightly skyline — a 
gorgeous spectacle with its myriad of colours 
nestled in the mountainous terrain, expressed by a 
dozen styles of architecture, be it Moorish or neo- 
classical. Just as I curved my head around to get a 
better look at the sight below, a “ping”, followed by 
a consecutive “pong”, had lit up the fasten seatbelt 
sign. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain 
speaking. We’ll be arriving in Tbilisi shortly. With 
a timid north-eastern wind greeting us and at a 
chilly thirteen degree Celsius, we’re currently 
descending. Please make sure your seatbelts are 
fastened, your tray tables are locked, and that your 
seats are in the upright position. Thank you for 
flying Epsilon Airways.” 

After following his instructions, I gazed back 
outside; the Georgian soil was slowly coming closer 
and closer. 

“Cabin crew, please take your seats,” the captain 
announced, while the ant-like automobiles below 
started to grow into beetles. I turned to check up on 
Vanessa, hoping she was holding out. With our 
gazes interlocking, I once again held her hand. She 
did appear a bit startled; the landing always made 
her the most anxious. She squeezed my hand as the 
plane touched down on Georgian soil, rumbling 
vigorously towards the glass-paned aerodrome, and 
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with that rumble I was reminded of a peculiar 
Georgian saying my mother had once told me of: 


If you want to be happy for a single day, get drunk. 
If you want to be happy for a month, get married. 
If you want to be happy for the rest of your life, be 
healthy. 


And I was determined to regain my health in this 
country. 

We darted through customs fast and effortlessly, 
before proceeding to pick up our luggage in orderly 
fashion. Whilst we waited, I could see that ’Ness 
was still a bit weak on her legs. 

“You okay?” I asked her. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she nodded, before abruptly 
switching her attention. “Isn’t that ours?” she 
pointed, identifying what did in fact appear to be 
our blue wheeled luggage, and I squinted my eyes 
to get a better view. “Certainly does look like it.” 

“T’ll go get it,” she said, walking up to retrieve it, 
before inspecting the attached card. 

“It’s ours,” she confirmed with a smile, after 

which we made our way to the arrival halls 

“Someone will pick us up, right?” she asked. 

“T believe the letter mentioned that, yeah,” I 
replied with a shrug as we approached a frosted- 
glass door, displaying a white banner which read: 
“Tbilisi, the city that loves you.” The door opened 
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to unveil the warm embrace of a small crowd that 
were awaiting either their friends or family, with the 
occasional taxi driver offering his services in- 
between. Both of us slowed our pace as we searched 
around for our names potentially being held aloft on 
any signs. Mrs Abashvili, Mr Karamutov, Francis 
MacCullagh, no, no, no. 

“Over there!” Vanessa alerted me, pointing 
towards a sign which had my name on it, held by a 
young local man dressed in a suit, which was 
perhaps one size too big for him. It was quite likely 
that he saw my betrothed point at him, as he 
approached us not a second later. 

“Excuse me, are you Mr Augustin?” he spoke 
with a surprisingly spotless southern accent. 

“Yes, that’s me,” I disclosed. 

“T’m Givi, nice to meet you,” he introduced 
himself to us before easing Vanessa from the 
burden of carrying her luggage as we exchanged 
formalities. 

“Follow me, please,” he gestured, proceeding to 
escort us to a luxurious all-black sedan. As we 
stepped inside the car, Givi quickly put our luggage 
in the trunk before sitting behind the steering wheel. 

“Had a good trip?” he initiated the go-to 
sentence for small-talk, starting up the engine. 

“Yeah, everything went perfect,” Vanessa 
simpered, while she rubbed her eyes out of mild 
exhaustion. 
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“T hope you at least managed to get some rest?” 
he said, making eye contact with us through the 
mirror. 

“Not me, but I saw Viktor get some shut-eye,” 
Vanessa replied, before she glanced out of the tinted 
windows. 

“Ah, that’s great,” the driver intoned in a 
friendly manner. “Apparently, they have scheduled 
the operation for today instead of tomorrow 
morning,” he proceeded to disclose. 

“Today?” we replied in chorus, our eyes aimed at 
Givi, filled with disbelief. 

“T thought we'd have a day to rest, at least,” 
Vanessa remarked, disgruntled. 

“Don’t worry, ma’am, you’ll be able to get some 
sleep after we check in at the facility first,” he 
informed, as he darted his eyes back and forth 
between his rear-view mirror and the road. 

“Mr Augustin, however, will go straight into the 
check-ups,” he continued, causing Vanessa to sigh 
as she put her hand on my lap. 

“How long will the operation take?” I asked. 

“Four days, I think.” 

“Four?” Vanessa wheezed in disbelief. “Really?” 

“That’s all I really know. I’m afraid I can’t give 
you any ins-and outs,” he said, before he made a left 
turn 

On our drive from Kakheti Highway to the 
national park, it was a shame that we didn’t drive 
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through Tbilisi itself, but rather around on the 
bypass road, as I was eager to look at the awe- 
inspiring buildings that I could only now glimpse at 
the distance. On our way, Givi kept the 
conversation saturating by pointing out some 
landmarks. 

“That’s Lochini River over there,” he pointed to 
his left at the narrow stream that split off into the 
Norioshkevi stream, named after the village Norio 
we were now passing on our right. “My 
grandmother lives there,” Givi stated. “I can’t wait 
until July, she grows the juiciest watermelons of all 
of Georgia, I tell you!” he chattered on. There was 
something serene about the whole experience; 
seeing lake Didi Tba reflect the moonlight on her 
dark waters while Vanessa wearily rested her head 
on my shoulder, accompanied by the voice of Givi 
that bore the comfort of a narrator of those nature 
documentaries I so adored. 

“There’s Gidanshevi river,” he’d say as he 
pointed between hills and woods, and soon we 
followed that meandering current on the 
synchronously curving Tianeti road before parting it 
for the Leloubniskhevi, whose waters slithered as 
much as its syllables. “Ah, there’s the Tezami 
stream,” Givi announced. “We’ll arrive at our 
destination in about ten minutes,” he said before 
leaving the main road for a small, asphalted path. 
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Shortly after, we arrived at a heavily guarded 
checkpoint. Observing the towering fences with its 
barbed wire, it struck me like a clandestine military 
base rather than a medical facility. Givi rolled the 
window down before conversing in Georgian. I 
heard what I thought was a word similar to 
“documents”, and he showed his ID. After a small 
wait, they finally cleared us. 

“Security seems heavy,” I remarked, looking 
behind me at the checkpoint we had just passed 
through. 

“These guys are rigorous, they don’t joke 
around,” he replied with a chuckle, before pointing 
in-between the trees. “There it is,” he announced. I 
was unable to see it at first, but after trying my best 
I could ever so faintly make out a futuristic 
compound, cladded in reinforced concrete and 
shimmering glass. As the view became gradually 
clearer, I got a better look, and could see that its two 
arched buttresses at the front made the complex 
reminiscent of a cathedral. 

Nearing the building, two armed guardsmen 
approached us as soon as the car stopped at its 
entrance. Givi stepped out of the car, striking up a 
short conversation with one of the men before 
retrieving my wheelchair from the trunk. 

“Viktor, they’ll take you inside,” he explained to 
me, as he helped me get into it. 
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“Miss,” he said, turning to Vanessa. “If you 
don’t mind, I’Il lead you to the residence now.” 

“Already?” she protested, giving me a distressed 
look that showed no desire to leave me. 

“T’ll be alright, honey, go get some rest,” I 
reassured her, before she embraced me tightly. 

“T love you, please stay safe,” she whispered. 

“It’s going to be fine, don’t worry, ’Ness,” I 
smiled, kissing her on the cheek, waving goodbye 
as the guard pushed me inside. The guard was not 
exactly the chatty type, and I might have stood more 
chance of receiving an answer from an actual wall. 
Passing through the doors, the interior did not give 
off the assumption of a military base, albeit security 
was, like Givi had stated, rigorous, as for every 
passage and corridor a key card was required to 
proceed ahead, and there were plenty - It was a 
sterile labyrinth that even Daedalus would have 
been proud of, surely. 

The corridors jet-black grating carefully 
contrasted the illuminated path that ran through 
these octagonal hallways, and we turned corner 
after corner, right and left, hall after hall with only 
the sound of the guardsman’s heavy boots against 
the white metallic floor. 

There was naught in terms of signs, making me 
wonder how one could possibly navigate such a 
maze without getting lost. Before long, however, we 
stopped in front of a door, which was only 
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distinguished by two things — a pair of yuccas 
alongside the only sign I had witnessed thus far, 
which read P. Anokhin, Head of Research. 

A satisfying whoosh from these doors welcomed 
the way inside. The threshold transported me 
between worlds again, making us land from a state- 
of-the-art-facility into what seemed to be a 
postmodern condo. 

From the blink of an eye I could tell this room 
was intended to bring out both the best of living and 
working, as sophisticated equipment was casually 
intermixed with artsy furniture. Projectors aptly 
decorated the side of the furthermost wall, giving 
off the illusion that they were windows peering out 
to Himalayan ranges. 

I heard the guard take his leave while I 
breathlessly admired the remarkably fancy interior, 
spotting a silhouette from behind a divider past one 
of those windows. 

“Finally! Welcome, Viktor, welcome!” a voice 
bubbled with ecstatic enthusiasm from that 
direction. “Welcome!” he repeated, as he finally 
appeared: an aged man, balding in a horseshoe 
pattern, sporting a pair of round glasses. Everything 
about the man, from his sheer appearance to his 
unique articulation indicated he was far from 
ordinary. 

“T’m Pyotr, head of this fine here establishment, 
and I’ve been keenly awaiting your arrival!” he 
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crowed, as he approached me, smiling from ear to 
ear before vehemently shaking my hand. 

“How are you doing, young man?” he continued. 
Both his demeanour and expression made it 
impossible not to reciprocate his enthusiasm. 

“T’m alright, thank you! Aside from a little 
problem with my legs here, but someone told me 
you could help me with that,” I cajoled with a 
smirk. 

“Well, Viktor, lad, I'll gladly oblige you with 
that help!” he said with a guffaw. He had a distinct 
laugh: mildly exaggerated. 

“Do you have any idea what we’re doing here?” 

“T have a faint idea. I know about the procedure, 
but the details are beyond me.” 

“Well, allow me to elaborate,” the doctor said 
while gesturing, while rolling his arms into what 
was best describable as a bow. 

“By all means,” I responded. 

He turned around, putting his index finger up in 
the air, much like a clichéd college professor would 
do before educating the unknowing masses in front 
of him. 

“Up until recently, mapping the entire brain 
seemed to be a neurological fantasy, you know? 
Seventy-five million neurons in a mouse brain! A 
human one has around a hundred billion!” he 
elucidated with ardour, as he tapped on his own 
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noggin. He stopped for a second, before pointing 
over at me. 

“Technically speaking, we’re still not mapping 
it. You are.” He took a deep breath, putting his 
hands together. He tensed up just a little bit, but his 
initial playful demeanour remained. 

“The procedure is hard to explain, but I'll do my 
best. The main processing power behind the 
mapping, copying and transferring comes primarily 
from your own mind. The hardware and software 
we’re using is just there to make the process 
smoother and, believe it or not, much of the 
technology we have at our disposal here is mostly 
being used to analyse any data.” 

“T always wanted to be used as a guinea pig,” I 
deadpanned, forcing the muscles in my forehead to 
frown. They know what they are doing, right? 

“A guinea pig that gets to use his paws after 
we’re done. It’s a win-win, really!” he replied 
smugly. 

The good doctor was perhaps a bit too sincere, 
but I preferred someone being straightforward 
tenfold over folk beating around the bush. 

“We still are very far from understanding how 
the human mind works exactly. Subconsciously, 
however, good Viktor, you understand your own 
brain perfectly,” Dr Anokhin explained, before 
pausing briefly. 
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“Now there’s one slight issue we’re looking at 
here. As you know, your condition is affecting your 
brain. It’s the exact reason why we want you. Those 
nasty enzymes are wreaking havoc in there, and we 
want to know whether that translates into the 
surrogate.” 

I gave him a puzzled look as I stroked my chin. 
“T take it you’re referring to Huntington’s?” 

“Certainly! We want to know to what end it 
affects the whole procedure.” 

“So, you are implying that it’s a gamble?” 

“Everything is a gamble, Viktor,” the man 
drawled with a serious tone. “But the odds are very 
much in your favour!” he stated cheerfully, 
contrasting his earlier intonation. “It’s about putting 
the theory into practice.” 

I had my head tilted ever so slightly, peeking up 
inquisitively, critically. Noticing his explanation did 
not satisfy me, he cleared his throat. 

“Currently, only your basal ganglia are 
significantly affected. While that is an issue on its 
own, we have previously successfully transplanted a 
consciousness that was quadriplegic, and she now 
has full control over her body. A perfectly happy 
life, she could be an Olympic sprinter if she wanted 
to, but that’d be cheating,” he continued. 

He tilted his head a little bit backwards, staring 
at the ceiling for just a brief second as he scratched 
the bald spot on his head. “Of course, I’m 
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comparing apples with oranges here; a genetic 
condition like yours is something else,” he 
elucidated. “But, but, but—” he repeated rapidly, 
while he waved his left index finger in the air 
around thrice, as if to wrap and seal each but from 
doubt and suspicion. “We have ample reason to 
discard the probability that it will have any negative 
impact, but we have to make sure,” he continued, 
although not curling his finger around that last but, 
probably having overlooked it out of excitement. 

“In the end, what we care most for are not your 
motor-functions, but rather what is stored inside of 
that head of yours — your thoughts and memories. 
Say, I believe you specialise in IT, correct?” 

“That’s right, yes,” I confirmed. 

“Well, think of your mind as data storage, your 
memories to be more specific. It works a lot like 
VRAM,, it’s the part we’re most interested in.” 

“Why VRAM and not any normal hard drive for 
that matter?” I reasoned with curiosity. 

“You don’t have to load your memories in every 
time now, do you?” 

“Tt sure does feel like that in the morning,” 

“Hah, it certainly does! But let’s say that the part 
in your brain that is responsible for, well, those 
same motor functions, would be similar to a 
processor, and calculus for a GPU*. It’s a bit more 


5 VRAM: Video Random Access Memory 
5 GPU: Graphical Processing Unit 
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intricate than that, of course, but you get the gist of 
it. The point is that we need neither GPU nor 
processor. As long as we have your core identity 
and manage to plug into the surrogate, you might 
even come out more intelligent and most definitely 
nimbler,” he explained, as he patted my shoulder 
while he circled around me one single time before 
continuing his abstruse seminar. 

“The host, which is you, will be put into 
something comparable to a comatose state. As 
you’re being connected to the server, your brain 
will start interacting with the intermediary. It is here 
where both surrogate body and your own mind will 
be connected and start their interaction. The 
surrogate mind is practically speaking a completely 
empty husk. It learns and copies the host’s brain by 
communicating with it in the intermediary server.” 

“So how do you know the transfer is complete?” 
I queried, trying to understand his explanation. 

“As soon as there’s a lot of data redundancy 
occurring, we know that the process has been 
completed,” he clarified, inhaling with his mouth 
half-open, producing a hissing sound. “One of the 
things we learned early on was that it is not only the 
surrogate body that is learning, but the original host 
too, receiving information in return. Initially, we 
found that data has about a six per cent upstream 
value from the surrogate. That number increases 
exponentially, while the host’s upstream 
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diminishes. When both values are more or less 
equal, they remain stable for a little while, until data 
redundancy starts happening. It’s very nasty, 
really,” he stated, grimly. “If left unchecked, both 
host and surrogate start exchanging and overwriting 
crucial data, as it doesn’t have much ‘fresh’ data left 
to store or transfer. If we don’t terminate the host at 
that point, the patient will end up brain-dead or have 
extremely warped memories, if any at all. 
Thankfully, we didn’t have any of these cases on 
human beings, only on a simian fellow named 
Pongo-bongo. I could introduce you to him 
afterwards, if you’d like.” 

“T think I'll pass,” I politely declined. The 
eccentric looked away, contracting his lips to the 
side, as if they were saying your loss, before 
looking back in my direction. 

“Anyhow, a handful of organisations monitor us 
constantly, so having good results is imperative - 
We can’t risk any mishaps. You don’t have 
anything to worry about, and we know what to look 
out for. Like I said, these incidents only happened 
while we were testing on primates, and we quickly 
found what to look out for,” he continued, before 
taking a brief pause. 

“Besides, we’ve had exactly thirty-five successes 
and no failures on humans to date,” he assured me 
with a nod, while tucking both his hands behind his 
back. “So, shall we begin by making you number 


Page |124 


thirty-sixth?” he implored as he walked towards the 
door, opening it in advance of my exit. 

“Yes. Let’s get this over with,” I agreed; the 
sooner this is done, the better. 

“Well, after you!” he said, looking at me as he 
extended his hand to guide me to pass through. As I 
rolled the wheelchair towards the door, his 
expression froze for a brief second. 

“Oh, my bad. Terribly sorry, let me help you.” 
He rushed up, pushing me forth into the labyrinth. 

“Tt’s fine, I can handle myself, you don’t have 
to,” I told the doctor, who had already taken the 
initiative by then. 

“Don’t worry about it, young man,” he answered 
endearingly. J know he means well, but I really 
would have loved to stretch my arms for a little bit. 

Immediately after exiting his office, we entered 
an elevator straight to our left. I couldn’t get a look 
on how many floors there were, but the descent 
went deep down into the earth. Dr Anokhin acted as 
interim elevator music, humming what seemed to be 
Prokofiev’s Dance of the Knights. He certainly had 
a knack for making people uncomfortable. “Here 
we go,” he uttered slowly, while the doors opened 
in front of us, leading me to what appeared to be an 
infirmary, packed with staff wearing blue aprons 
and surgical masks. “Hey, Adam, can you take it 
from here?” Dr Anokhin asked, gesturing over to a 
tall fellow in the distance. With a surprised look, the 
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young man clumsily dropped his clipboard before 
rushing over to us. 

“Oh, sure!” he obliged, eagerly. 

“T’ll be back to pick him up after the 
photogrammetry, don’t take too long, please,” the 
doctor instructed prior to taking off. 

“Of course, sir,” Adam replied, before turning 
round to face me. 

“You must be the new patient, then. Welcome, 
I’m Adam,” he politely introduced himself, before 
helping me over to some devices up ahead. It was 
hard to see any of his facial features, other than his 
black curly hair sticking out over his tanned skin. 

“Viktor, the pleasure is mine,” I replied. 

“Alright then, Viktor, we'll start with some basic 
check-ups. They should be familiar to you; they’re 
probably no different from the ones your physician 
did, but I'll also apply some sensors first. If you feel 
uncomfortable, let any of us know, alright?” 

“Will do,” I nodded. I doubted that would be 
required, though, due to the crew’s professional and 
laid-back attitude. 

“Hmm, no good ...” he murmured, as he 
inspected my scalp. “Let’s get you shaved first, else 
I’m afraid those sensors won’t be any good.” 

He turned around and moved over to a series of 
grey aluminium cupboards on the wall, looking over 
at his colleague to the left. “Hey, Anton,” Adam 
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started his request, as he rummaged the shelves. 
“Can you please pass me some C2s and B9s”? 

“No problem, need some help getting them on?” 

“Gotta give him a shave first,” he replied, 
returning to me with a couple of red and blue 
sensors in his left hand and an electric razor in his 
right. 

With a loud buzz, I felt the razor’s cold metal 
slide over my scalp, cutting my locks like a 
lawnmower trimming grass. Back to front, side to 
side, strands of my dark brown hair dwindled down, 
clumping up on the floor like bundles of cotton. 
After a couple minutes, a click scared off the 
buzzing from the shave. 

“That’s it, let’s get these buggers on now,” 
Adam remarked, before he moved over to a metal 
table on his right. “Ill be putting these on with 
some glue, so it might not feel too great,” he 
explained as he applied them. A sensor for each 
temple, two blue ones on top of my ears. A dozen 
on my scalp, with numerous red ones covering the 
vertebrae on my neck. With those sensors finally 
applied, the examination was indeed similar to how 
Adam had explained, and included all of my limbs. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, what’s the point 
in testing my legs?” I mused. 

“Just checking if there are still any nervous 
signals at all. Everything seems fine, so let’s move 


bed 


on. 
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After obtaining the data they desired, he pushed 
me over to a small green room. There was little else 
from a set of different-sized cameras, a table in the 
middle and a large window up front. Another 
scientist moved over to properly adjust the cameras, 
looking back and forth between them and myself a 
couple of times. 

“What are they for?” I asked her. 

“These here will analyse your cranial structure,” 
she elucidated, as she adjusted the aperture of the 
largest one. “We’ll use the data collected to print a 
soft tissue onto the surrogate after we have properly 
replicated your facial features. You wouldn’t want 
to walk around with a mechanical head now, would 
you?” 

“Not only will it look like skin, it will feel like 
skin, too!” another voice interjected from behind 
that window in front. “What a hassle that was!” 

“Stop gloating, Robert!” the other scientist 
jeered. 

“We all know what a terrific job you did on that 
skin job,” she continued, looking over at the 
doorway while presenting me with a list of pictures. 
I took a closer look; they all seemed to be goofy 
expressions. 

“Alright, each time you see the red light blink, 
mimic the expressions here —” she pointed at the 
list. 
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“Please start off with number one and we’ll just 
go from there.” 

I followed her instructions, but admittedly, it was 
rather awkward to pull such strange faces, all in the 
complete absence of sound for the better half of half 
an hour. 

“Great, we’re almost done,” her voice sounded 
chirpily through the intercom. “Can we please do 
#1, #3 and #93 again?” 

I stuck out my tongue to her. 

“Perfect, open your mouth a bit more, please.” 

Soon after the conclusion of that bizarre event, I 
could see Dr Anokhin’s visage through the glass up 
front. 

“Everything alright over here?” he asked. 

“Just concluded photogrammetry,” the woman 
replied. 

“Perfect, perfect. P’ll be taking him. Go take the 
results to robotics before you come over to the 
bridge,” he instructed, before turning back to me. 
“How are you hanging in there?” 

“T’m doing fine, thank you.” 

“Let’s get you from fine to splendid, then!” the 
doctor exulted, and with those cheerful words, we 
moved onwards to the final station, the frontier 
where the whole process would be handled. I was 
baffled at the speed and efficiency at which all of 
them operated. I had initially expected that we 
would spend at least half a month on preparations 
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and such, but it seemed they had already done most 
of it prior to my arrival. 

“We already had most of your data, so we’re just 
double-checking everything,” I recalled Adam 
telling me earlier. Soon, very soon, I will be able to 
walk again: stronger, faster than before. 
Technological reinvigoration and medical marvels 
lay ahead of me, and every step we took on this one 
large corridor made me excited. I often pondered 
whether I was born in the right time. I think 
everyone has considered that question once in their 
lifetime, whether it was due to their personal tastes 
in music, their rose-tinted view of the romance of 
ages long past, or because they are simply ecstatic 
at the prospect of the inventions of tomorrow. 
Today I am neither late nor early, I am right on 
time. Punctual, and nervous. 


Act II: Winter 


Chapter 11: Lovely Laniakea 


Over Dr Anokhin’s footsteps, my chest beat louder 
and louder; I knew we were approaching the heart 
of the complex. 

The hallway we were currently traversing, albeit 
similar in shape and form, was adequately wider 
than the one on the surface. In the near distance I 
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spotted a large, reinforced metallic gate. One ... 
three ... six guards I managed to count. 

Security was at an absurdly high level. If several 
guards and an abundance of surveillance cameras 
weren’t enough, the gate ahead required more than 
a simple key card for entry. Two people had to 
simultaneously pass a biometric scan, while even Dr 
Anokhin himself, the shepherd of this whole 
installation, had to perform his own check. 

After complying with the stringent protocol, the 
large doors whirred loudly as they opened, slowly 
sliding upwards. That had to be five, maybe six-foot 
thick of reinforced steel. “Amazing, isn’t it?” the 
doctor grinned, as he pushed me inside the immense 
spherical room. Calling the area a room would do it 
no justice; it was gargantuan, with a behemoth of a 
computer system that rose to the ceiling like 
miniature towers of Babel, holding the firmament 
above. There were several glass floors, as many as 
twelve, while the centre of the room lay completely 
open. It was a state-of-the-art cathedral, with all of 
the enigmatic equipment substituting gold icons and 
statues. If they prayed to a deity here, the 
sacrodictum lay in the numbers. If you were to 
gather all that was beautiful in the world, rich in 
splendour and blessed with candour, one object 
would demand your attention: it was right here, 
surpassing every other wondrous relic. 
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It was an elevated platform embedded with a 
myriad of decals, reminiscent of lit ancient rune 
scriptures, while Lichtenberg figures danced 
through the glass panels in-between. Multiple 
cables protruded from it, its synthetic veins 
connecting to the towers, with some several feet 
thick in size. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything 
like it,” I marvelled in awe, as we neared its centre. 

“There would be a security crisis in here if you 
had,” a snickering Dr Anokhin replied. 

“With all those guards and protocols? I doubt 
that’d ever happen,” I responded. 

“Ah, those are a crisis by themselves. I can’t 
even get coffee without my key card.” 

“Don’t you have a coffee machine in your 
office?” I wondered, as after personally witnessing 
his lavish work-space, I presumed it would be 
equipped with one.” 

“Oh, I don’t drink coffee, Viktor,” the doctor 
replied, and were I not baffled by the area I was 
currently present, his words certainly would have. 

I got a better look at the platform as we now 
stood a few inches short from it. Rather than being a 
platform on its own, it strongly reminded me of a 
heavily modified MRI’ device, having a similar 
tube and all, with a half-enclosed capsule inside. 


7 MRI: Magnetic resonance imaging; a device that pictures the 
anatomy though magnetic fields, similar to CT/CAT-scans 
(Computed Tomography) do through X-rays. 
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“T’ll be heading over to the top and keep a keen 
eye on you from there —” he pointed towards a 
windowed compartment, before patting me on the 
shoulder. 

“See you soon, Vik,” he inspirited. 

“Yes, thank you, doctor,” I nodded 
appreciatively, hearing his footsteps fade in the 
distance as he made his exit. With the cardinal 
leaving to prepare his sermon, the disciples of his 
technical temple moved over to lift me up into that 
plateau, laying me down in place. 

I remained recumbent as the nurses started 
plugging more electrical sensors all over my body. I 
was simultaneously anxious and excited, and my 
emotional state translated to an elevated heartbeat, a 
detail that was quickly noted by the staff. “Just 
relax, it will feel like you’re falling asleep,” one of 
the personnel tried soothing me. I’m sure she gave a 
reassuring smile from under her surgical mask. 

“Are you in a comfortable position?” 

I gave a thumbs up, indicating that I was indeed. 
“Other than being a bit nervous, I’m fine,” 

“That’s understandable. Just to double-check 
they got it right, you aren’t claustrophobic, 
correct?” she inquired. 

“No, you got that right,” I replied. 

“Then all will be fine. Are you ready to begin?” 

“T sure am,” I affirmed. But am I? Contrary to 
my words, in both body and heart, how can I ever 
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be ready for something like this? As I slid into the 
device, I could hear a hum growing louder by the 
second. The moment I was completely enclosed 
within the large tube, various blue lights around me 
turned on. 

I was caught off guard by a sudden, frustratingly 
loud and singular beep, causing the lights to shut off 
for a second. The sound returned shortly after, and 
each time a different colour would show. First it 
would be red, fiery like the passion that fuelled my 
will to live. The recurring noise forced all to turn 
orange, increasing my desire into a warming 
yellow. I started to doze off, now enveloped by a 
blurry green light while I felt my heartbeat slow 
down with each and every breath taken. Leisurely 
and comfortably, I became devoid of any 
sensations, seeing a blue mist break through the 
darkness, releasing the tension in my neck. Indigo. 
A spot between my brows itched. I could hear 
something approaching in the distance, breaking the 
silence. There it was, a loud and familiar rumble in 
the violet distance. “Pa-dum, pa-dum, Pa-dum” 

Is the platform moving again? What is going on 
exactly? My heavy eyelids remained shut, but after 
some minor coercion, I convinced them to roll open. 
Everything seemed terribly hazy, am I dreaming or 
is it the sedation? I touched around with my hands, 
feeling a coarse fabric, as I caressed it with both my 
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right index and middle finger, scanning the surface 
for any idea of what it exactly was. 

Through that initial haze, I finally regained some 
sight. Is this a train carriage on the Underground? 1 
cumbersomely rose up, feeling a bit dizzy. Fighting 
against vertigo, I clumsily stumbled to a nearby 
pole. 

“T walked?” I said aloud, looking down 
bewildered at my very own two feet: J am standing. 
Tam standing! “I’m standing!” I wheezed in 
disbelief, ecstatically touching and poking my legs. 
Tam standing! This can’t be real! 1 pinched my 
calves twice, poked my ankles thrice. I stretched 
and turned, and jumped around before doing the 
same all over again. “Look at me!” I exclaimed at 
the top of my lungs, toning down as I quickly 
realised this was a public space, but as I sleuthed 
around the carriage; not a single soul did I find but 
my very own — I seemed to be the sole passenger 
aboard. 

“Attention, travellers,” a female voice distortedly 
announced through the intercom. “‘Next station is— 
station, please don’t forget your personal 
belongings as you exit. Thank you.” 

Only faintly did I hear what had been announced. 
It did sound familiar, though. The carriage 
screeched as it slowly came to a halt, making the 
rubber between the doors squeak as they parted to 


Page | 135 


the sides, presenting me with the mystery realm that 
lay beyond. 

Intuitively, I felt the need to get out. Where am I, 
exactly? Even out there, there was no one to be 
found: a desolate station with five stone pillars on 
each side of its two platforms, preventing all from 
collapsing, but beyond what I could see in front of 
me, I was clueless. I peeked around, doing my best 
to find a landmark in the area, but alas, none were 
to be found. A map! I thought to myself. A map of 
the Underground should have the name of this 
station on it 1 checked every nook and cranny on the 
red-tiled walls, and walked a lap around each of the 
pillars, but other than seeing blurred-out billboards, 
I remained none the wiser. Even the clock that stuck 
out from the centre-most pillar was defective, with 
its black and red LED indicating it was 19:93. 

Either the hours on the clock had now become 
able to house ninety-nine minutes, or I was out of 
luck. “Attention, travellers,” the lady on the 
intercom announced, and I turned around and made 
sure to pay closer attention this time. “The train 
to—will be departing shortly from Platform—” 

How odd. Once more, I could not make out 
anything of what was being said, neither station nor 
platform, no vowel nor consonant. Perhaps the best 
course of action will be to ask a kind passer-by for 
directions. 
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Noticing a staircase right past one of those 
blurred billboards yonder, at least there was an exit 
to this place. Moreover, I could hear the melody of 
metropolitan life — faint car noises, pigeons cooing 
and the silent stampede of travelling shoes 
accompanied by casual causerie. I climbed up the 
coarse concrete steps, seemingly getting closer and 
closer to the sound. With that last step I took, my 
eyes ultimately reached a point from where I was 
able to see the outside world, but where is 
everyone? 

Not a single moving car to be seen — the whole 
area was desolate, with only an echo of society 
present and the racket of its phantom inhabitants 
rumbling past these buildings. It was a ghost town 
that eerily enough sounded very alive. I tilted my 
head up to the sky as I scratched my head in 
bewilderment. Almost instantly, my jaw dropped 
from witnessing a sight that probably no living 
being had ever witnessed before. While the sky was 
your average azure-blue colour, muddled by the 
average tincture of smog alongside your average 
cloud, but there, shy left of it! It stretched 
everywhere; an all-encompassing web that 
resembled nerves or capillaries. You can even see a 
faint jolt passing between them every now and then! 
Ts this all inside of my own head? If that were the 
case, the only directions I could ask for would be 
the arbitrary figments of my own memories. I’m 
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sure that if that sign outside in the station hall had 
been legible, it would have read “Memory Lane”, 
cheesy as that might be. 

All was a little short of being vivid. A pretty 
distinctive trait for any of your memories, at least 
mine. The finesse of forgotten details, all replaced 
by other details within my own mind, the ever- 
serving architect of reality. As for the memory 
itself, I vaguely recalled what this place was, but 
not where it was. It could be the other way around, 
but that would not matter. I was here in my youth, 
down that road, with Memory Lane lying around 
the corner of every street. 

I traversed those streets, moving over to the 
middle of an empty crossroad that would otherwise 
be packed with honking cars, voicing their 
discontent regarding the metropolitan traffic. It was 
a peculiar sensation to have my soles touch the 
asphalt of what would have been an ill-advised, 
potentially unreachable destination in clear daylight. 

Dead in the centre of that road, I went on through 
boulevards and boutiques, seeing Bauhaus concrete 
or red bricks decorated with antiques. I felt at ease 
taking that timeless stroll through the streets within 
my own mind, invoked with nostalgia towards 
every brick. I instinctively felt where I had to go; to 
the left I passed baroque structures in what seemed 
to be a distant memory of the city of Kiev; and to 
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the right led towards respectable residences, each 
gated off down small alleys of their own. 

My eyes glimpsed translucent shades of 
forgotten denizens, the passers-by that never held 
any distinct place in my mind, other than to 
decorate the imagery, showing that I was not at all 
alone at those times. They were real people in their 
own respective rights, but I did not know them, and 
thus they roamed around here like spectres; the 
echoes of echoes of a people unknown. 

Through the veil of phantasms, I saw a young 
boy sitting on a threshold not far off up ahead that 
starkly contrasted the other pellucid pedestrians. I 
could see him with detail, and he did not appear 
lost, albeit so that he rocked a forlorn expression 
while he stared aloofly at the cobblestone road up in 
front of him, twirling his almost platinum blond hair 
around his left finger. I recalled my hair to be as 
bright as his when I was younger, only to eventually 
turn into a dark brown as I got older. 

Having noticed me, he gazed at me with his 
silver-blue eyes, aware of my presence. I 
approached him, now able to clearly see the shape 
of his jaw, to the fine details of the edges of his 
cheeks — a face I could only remember from my 
own picture that decorates a shelf in my parents’ 
house to this day. It was, without a doubt, an 
uncanny resemblance of my younger self. 
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“Hey there, kiddo,” I cooed, dropping down on 
one knee, levelling our eyelines. “Are you lost?” 

Those wide-open eyes continued to stare at me 
with their glistening irises. The boy’s eyelids gently 
shut like curtains before he silently nodded his head 
in response. 

“What’s your name?” I asked him, but other than 
that same stare, there was neither reaction nor reply. 
“Well, that’s no problem,” I said endearingly. 

“Shall we get you home then? You’ll have to tell 
me where to go, though, is that okay?” I suggested, 
extending my hand to the toddler. 

The boy livened up, giving a reaffirming nod 
before tightly clinging on to my index finger. By no 
means was the child loquacious, as he silently 
walked alongside me. Was he frightened or vexed? I 
think that children are especially expressive in their 
emotions, but the boy is exhibiting no tell-tale signs 
of discomfort, at least, not any I was expecting. 

I noticed that his breathing became heavier over 
time, while I could feel him pulling at my finger as 
he started straggling behind, his eyes looking 
cumbersome, as if he was exhausted from walking. 

“You tired, buddy?” I asked him. Again, with 
naught a word spoken, he nodded in reply. “Alright, 
want me to carry you on my shoulders then?” 

He shyly smiled at the suggestion before 
taciturnly saying “Yes”, to which I picked the 
fatigued boy up, lifting him on top of my shoulders 
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before we continued strolling down the boulevard. 
Promptly, the boy adamantly pointed towards the 
distance, as if he were gesturing me to head over 
there. There was a concise flash through my mind; 
this is my first memory! My very first, actual, vivid 
memory. As a young child, I would sit on the 
shoulders of my father. It was exactly that picture 
on my parents’ shelf that always made me fondly 
remember this. Without a doubt, it was the sole 
factor in allowing me to recollect this particular 
memory every time I laid eyes upon the photograph. 
Without it, the recollection would probably be 
forgotten like those phantoms, lingering on the 
cemetery of remembrance. 

Beyond my father and I, and the buildings in the 
background printed on the picture within that 
rectangular frame, there was little I could 
remember. However, I was certain of one thing: that 
each memory, without any exception, was 
quintessentially seen through my very own eyes, 
and certainly not my father’s. Why was I not I? 


Chapter 12: Lost and Found 


If there was a constant of time to this surreal realm, 
it was ever so subtle. It was hard to tell how much 
time we had been walking by now. For all I knew, 
we could be completely frozen in time. The idea 
itself sounds nightmarish, but I’d say it was more 
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akin to drifting around in a dreamlike stupor. Even 
if I did have a watch, it would most definitely be 
warped like the clock in the Underground. The 
apparent absence of time consequently brought 
about an absence of worry; crossing the roads 
without woe, stepping off the tall thresholds devoid 
of concern. 

I felt a weight subtly disappearing from my 
shoulders, and it was no allegory. I looked above 
me to check up on my little self, seeing he had 
disappeared without a trace, as if he had been 
scattered by the wind. I was alone again, stranded in 
the streets of my past, but all was calm. All was 
good. 

With nothing else to do but look forward, a 
yellow building caught my attention. It was unique, 
in a way, and it stood out more than the rest. It was 
not due to its size, as it was smaller than the 
buildings it was surrounded by. It was not the 
countless windows that made it stand out, nor the 
lavish balconies, for the others also sported the 
same decorative effects. Nor was it its slanted roof, 
nor the careful chimneys which curved outward in a 
unique fashion. No, what stood out most in that 
little yellow building was the brownish oaken door 
that was crying out for my attention. Had it a 
mouth, it would surely have spoken. But speak it 
did, in its own distinctive way, tilted ajar ever so 
slightly; as if it were to say, “Entrez vous?” making 
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you wonder what a French door was doing so far 
from home in the heart of Ukraine. 

I approached it with the curiosity of a feline to be 
killed, pushing it open with a satisfying and 
welcoming creak. A narrow hallway stretched as far 
as the eye could see, probably further than two, 
perhaps even three eyes could stare. Hundreds of 
doors on each side of the wall, a razzmatazz of 
different colours and various patterns. Purple polka 
dots and black & white stripes, a pastiche oaken 
door, or its expressive brother that displayed 
panache through recycled plastics. All doors in this 
family were unique, in their own distinct way. 

Like the matron door that endearingly welcomed 
me inside, each of her children were equally and 
equivocally begging to be opened and explored. 
Thankfully none spoke a single word, as the 
cacophony of a battalion of French-speaking doors 
would have prompted me to flee the scene in terror. 

I opened the first one to the left, stepping past 
that lime-green gateway, off to be transported into 
yet another different world, where I found myself 
dumbfounded and riding a bicycle. How did I get 
here? I slightly panicked, almost losing control of 
the bike. I felt intuitively that I wasn’t alone; that 
there was something behind me, and I was correct; 
it was that comfortable bundle of weight. 

I carefully looked back to see my younger self 
sitting there, before turning my sight to pay proper 
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attention to the road. I knew what direction I was 
heading, as the details popped right into my head. 
Down this street, turn a left and I will be well on my 
way to my elementary school. I remember this! It 
was one of those small memories; innocuous, 
innocent, perhaps even insignificant in the grand 
scheme of things, but there is no such thing as 
insignificant when it boils down to your very own 
memories. 

Ah, I remember sitting in the back seat, pulling 
down my wool beanie, covering my face to shelter 
from the winter’s chill. I even recalled the little dots 
and holes in-between the knitting, through which I 
saw the houses of Victoria Road in good old 
Sutherham. I would grip the back of my father and 
rest my head against the middle of his back; the 
fabric of his warm coat was like a comfortable 
cushion. It made me feel so secure, so warm. 

The exact moment I had visualised that particular 
moment, I felt two tiny hands — each packed in 
equally tiny gloves — grab me, like back then. What 
did my father feel exactly in that moment? Was it 
comfort and mirth through their child’s distinct 
display of trust? What does a father feel towards 
their own little boy or girl? What is it that Iam 
feeling right now? 

We finally arrived at my old school as I cycled 
up the path towards the small, single-storey 
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building, greeted by a sign labelled “Lakeside 
Elementary”. 

A small fence, not higher than that of my own 
waist, surrounded both school and playground, 
containing unkempt topiary trees and hedges inside, 
along with the stampede of screeching infants. 

I stopped the bike right in front of the gate before 
helping my younger self down out of the back seat. 

“There you go,” I cooed gently. 

“T don’t want to go, Dad,” he softly sobbed, 
holding on firmly to my coat. “I want to stay with 
you.” 

It felt odd being called dad, but ah ... how much 
I hated these kinds of moments as a child. “Hey, 
don’t get so sad, Vik,” I comforted him. “How 
about we go inside together?” 

“Okay!” he chirped at the suggestion, wiping his 
tears away with a smile before running off to the 
door and holding it open for me. “Come on, Dad!” 
he said with a wave to gesture me forwards, before 
disappearing inside. 

I followed him through the door, but to my 
surprise I wasn’t greeted by my cheering younger 
self, seeing neither his teacher nor peers, nor even 
the glistening grey floor of the school’s hallway. 
Rather, it was a hallway not too unfamiliar to me, 
namely that of the colourful corridor with its cohort 
of doors. If I am to find myself, I could be behind 
any of these. 
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From red to violet, teak to gold, I crossed a 
chromatic prism of memories. My vibrant and 
innocent youth, through its many seasons, remained 
unchanged even by the bias of my adult age. 

Admittedly, it was at times obnoxious to deal 
with his tedious tantrums and pixyish streaks, but it 
was befitting that of a boy’s behaviour; it was my 
own behaviour. 

Days passed in the stretch of a couple of seconds 
while those very same seasons ticked away in mere 
minutes. With a new-found instrument in the 
relevancy of memories, I found my clock and 
compass. Time wasn’t endless now, while I saw my 
younger self grow bolder, taller and certainly a bit 
cheekier, too. I was strict in those testing moments, 
similar like my father had been. I understood the 
necessity to be so as I got older, but more than ever 
I now realised how much I actually needed to be 
reined in. 

Oh, what a little brat I was! 1 thought to myself, 
as I opened up a blue bamboo door. Seeing 
everything again was like watching a movie or 
reading a book for a second time. Unlike the initial 
experience, I was more attentive to all of the details 
and symbolism that were scattered around like 
bibelots. I entered an organically decorated room, 
an opaque oaken floor that contrasted, no, 
complimented, the dozen ceramic tables and chairs 
placed upon it. A large fish tank divided the area 
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effectively in which a school of luminescent 
cardinal tetras swam. The aquarium cast off a gentle 
aquamarine hue on its surroundings, alongside scant 
shadows of its surface waves on the floor next to it. 

Even from inside the venue I was currently 
standing in, I knew that a neon sign protruded out 
from the side of this restaurant. “Amai Kako,” its 
fluorescent pink letters read. J’m sure I would be 
able to see it from the corner of the window most to 
the left, next to the toilets, but I feel no urge to test 
my memory. 

“You definitely have to try this, guys!” an 
enthusiastic voice beamed from the other side of the 
room. I turned to face the direction the sound had 
come from. Jt was her, it had to be! It was 
unmistakeably the voice of Alissa, my sister. /t’s 
been decades since I last saw her and, my ... How 
little she had changed from how I remembered her. 

Her jade green eyes glistered the same way, her 
blonde hair was as fair and her enthusiasm ever as 
endless. If you’d lifted her to the firmament of the 
world, she’d shine brighter than both the sun and all 
of the stars combined. 

“So, what do you do with these sticks?” my 
mother asked, confused, as I walked up to them. 
They didn’t seem to be aware of my presence, 
perhaps they are too invested in their conversation? 
I cleared my throat, but none of them seemed to 
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react to the noise, not even Vik. Can they really not 
see that I’m here? Can she not? 

I moved up even closer, but it was as if I was 
iron to a magnetic force, prevented from touching 
them. I tried nevertheless, only to feel that same 
force flinging me away as I tried to put my hand on 
Alissa’s shoulder. J think ... I have to let them play 
it out. 

“You use them to eat!” Alissa chuckled, as she 
turned round to show our mother. The scene playing 
out seemed to be around the time that sushi had 
become a popular fad in the West. The craze of 
Japanese food in general was up-and-coming, if I 
remember correctly. 

“Can’t I ask for normal cutlery?” my father 
moaned disgruntledly, as he inspected the 
chopsticks. Little Vik, on the other hand, enjoyed 
the alternative tools, playing around with both sticks 
as if they were little daggers. Who knows what 
fantasy or role play I was humouring at the time? 

Alissa gently grabbed them out of my younger 
selfs hands and began to instruct him, to which a 
dismayed Viktor pouted his cheeks, as his little 
adventure had been interrupted. 

“Here, let me show you,” she started explaining, 
properly positioning both implements in his little 
hand. Meanwhile, both my parents observed 
carefully, hoping to learn as well. 
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“You rest one on your middle finger, like this,” 
she elucidated, “... and the other one goes above, 
right here. Then you just pinch. Easy, right?” 

I cachinnated from the looks the trio gave Alissa, 
as if she had casually tried to explain abstruse 
quantum mechanics in Cantonese. I could see my 
father shake his head, looking around him. 

“T still want cutlery,” he protested. “Ill go ask 
the waiter.” 

With no staff in clear sight, he impatiently went 
off to search for a waiter instead. Shortly after, he 
returned sporting a defeated expression alongside an 
unknown object in his left hand. 

“They have no cutlery ...” he sighed, presenting 
what he had brought along with him, “... but they 
did give me this weird contraption.” 

They were your regular chopsticks with an 
elastic band and paper wrapped around the base, 
turning them into a bootleg set of organic pliers. 
Little Vik, unlike his father, was not too keen on 
giving up just yet. Zealously, he attempted to 
properly position them. He kept on trying in vain as 
the motoric finesse; he didn’t possess. 

Alissa bumped into him. “You should try this, 
it’s sooooo sweet!” she coerced my younger self, 
pointing her chopsticks to some green substance on 
the side of his plate. “It’s called wasabi, and it’s 
super sweet!” she continued, but she didn’t need to 
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say much more, as the boy’s eyes curiously and 
greedily dipped into the elastic ‘sweet’. 

After a brief struggle, he managed to get a hefty 
bit of wasabi to stick on his chopstick. He licked his 
lips in anticipation prior to moving it to his mouth. 
“Yuck, that’s gross!” he yelped, as he squinted his 
eyes. “You lied to me!” he cried, sticking out his 
tongue, roughly scratching and scraping away at his 
papillae with his fingernails, as if he could claw the 
taste off. 

Both Alissa and I were laughing at the harmless 
antic. “You’re a meanie and a bully!” he blubbered, 
visibly looking insulted by being the subject of both 
the prank and the subsequent laughter. Little Vik 
blew a rude raspberry, puffing up his cheeks before 
storming off to the bathroom. 

“Tt was just a joke, Vik!” Alissa shouted after 
him, but it was in vain, as he had already 
disappeared around the corner. I followed him, only 
to see that the corridor was not the lobby, but that of 
our house at Turing Road. I was puzzled, even 
turning back around, but the halls of Amai Kako 
had now been replaced by a white door, the front 
door of that same old house. 


Chapter 13: Mazes and Mausolea 


Standing around and trying to apply reason to the 
sudden change would surely give me a headache, so 
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standing around I ceased, entering the living room 
ahead. Judging by the tumult of boxes and stacked 
furniture, I surmised it was the day we had moved 
into Turing Road, out from our much smaller 
apartment on the fourth floor at Wellington Avenue. 

I explored the living room; there were two 
couches stacked on top of each other against the 
wall and dozens of boxes lying around. That, or 
they were a shabby citadel to the imaginative eye, 
which a certain keen little lord had deemed to create 
for himself. He peeked at me from atop of the 
fortress ramparts, sending me a taunting look. If he 
had said, “Heathen! Art thou here to lay siege upon 
us? Then have at thee, vile cur!” then the image 
would have been nothing short of perfect, but much 
to my discontent, the boy was not versed in the 
semantics of the English language. Even though I 
couldn’t recall getting hurt, I felt uneasy seeing the 
young kid jump around on such unstable footing. 
One wrong step would be all it would take. 

“Why won’t thee, I mean you, go and explore the 
neighbourhood, Vik?” I suggested carefully, out of 
a sense of unorthodox self-preservation, crossing 
my fingers he wouldn’t somehow hurt himself. 
Inclined to the idea, he rashly jumped down, giving 
me a minor heart attack before he disappeared in the 
blink of an eye. “Careful there,” I shouted after him, 
but the only response came from the draft passing 
through the house, a call which I heeded. 
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Past that unchanged monkey tree, the wind 
gently blew me towards the playing field behind my 
house, rattling leaves on the road that led me back 
to my childhood. I was standing there, mixed in 
with the environment, blended into the scenery, part 
of another play. Central to the scene stood a large 
tree we used to call “Willie the willow”; I wonder 
what we’d have called it if an arborist was there to 
tell us it was not a willow, but in fact a chestnut? 
Chester? Charlie? Dzhengis Khan? Still Willie? 
Hmm. 

Right next to the tree, Vik coltishly swung back 
and forth on a swing, as that’s what swings are 
commonly known for doing. 

“Hiya!” a young voice squeaked from the 
distance. “You new ‘round here?” 

Vik stopped his swinging before looking over his 
shoulder, curious as to where that voice was coming 
from. He quickly found the source: a young blond 
boy, a bit taller and around the same age as himself. 

“Yeah, we just moved into 101 today, down at 
Turing Road,” Vik shouted over at the boy. 

“Oh, so you’re the ones that moved in, cool!” he 
excitedly replied, as he ran up to Vik to introduce 
himself. “I’m Peter, what’s your name?” 

“Viktor, nice to meet you, Peter!” my younger 
self reciprocated with the same enthusiasm. 

“Hey, wanna see a cool trick? You gotta wait 
about four minutes, though!” Peter said. 
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“Sure!” my younger self agreed, energetically 
nodding with excitement. 

“Okay, but promise you’ll stay here, alright?” 
Again, Vik answered him with an affirmative nod. 

We saw Peter dart off around a corner, and as 
promised, we stayed put for a couple of minutes, 
curious about whatever trick he had to show us. I of 
course knew what lay in store, but Vik’s gaze 
remained glued to that tiny concrete corridor he had 
just ran into. 

“Ta-dah!” Peter’s voice erupted from the other 
side of the playground. I could see Vik’s perplexed 
eyes sparkle up as he looked over to me in 
bewilderment. 

“How'd he do that?” he babbled in awe. 

“T don’t know, bud, why don’t you ask him?” 
Inclined to my suggestion, he ran up to the boy. 

“Peter!” he shouted, loud enough for the whole 
neighbourhood to hear. “How did you do that?” 

“A magician never reveals his tricks!” he teased, 
currently sounding a little out of breath. 

“Aw, come on!” Vik bleated in response; you 
could see how anxious he was to know. 

“Alright, Alright, I?ll show you. But you gotta 
keep it a secret!” Peter said, before beckoning him 
to that same corridor, laying out his instructions. 

“Okay, you gotta pay attention to what I’m about 
to say!” he started, as they stood next to it. “Once 
you’re out of this corridor, just keep going until you 
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can turn right. Go down that street until you can 
turn right and then you go right again, then you’ve 
done it. Think ya got it?” 

“Yeah! So, I go right, right and then right, 
right?” 

“Right!” Peter confirmed with a smile. 

And off little Vik went, speeding with the 
impetus of the northern wind. There was hardly any 
magic to simple directions, of course. The true 
magic laid hidden in the young mind that constantly 
sought to unravel; a mind constantly focused upon 
wonders and exploration, a realm adulthood will 
one day inevitably curtail, lest we remain a 
dysfunctional Peter Pan. Until that time arises, 
however, let your youth flow incandescently 
through your veins — tear through veil after veil. 
Leave no nook unexplored and no cranny 
untouched. Time is of the essence, locked like sand 
in an hourglass, fleeting unto a bottomless pit as 
invisible grains; evanescent. Unbeknownst to us is 
the present, such as the future that is past. Just live 
today, with its myriad of mysteries. Enjoy the 
blissful ambrosia that is your childhood; the 
sanctuary of your innocence. Even the bleak brick 
walls and their glum graffiti are ordained to morph 
by the heavenly domains that is your endless 
imagination. Gracefully shift those walls into mystic 
labyrinths and magical alleyways, ready to swallow 
you whole if you don’t run fast enough. And running 
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you did; you outran it all. In time, you’ll outwit the 
monster in the closet, eventually even changing that 
corridor, with its imaginary colliding walls, into 
pulverising deadlines and choking responsibility. 

We manifest our fantasies. We always do. So, 
run, Viktor. Run, or be swallowed by the hole in the 
ground, to be scorched by the magma of reality that 
violently seeps out. You can do it. You have to. 

“T did it!” Vik exclaimed with a triumphant sense 
of accomplishment. “Did you see that, Peter?!” 

“Yeah, awesome job!” he cheered in return. 
“This whole place is connected, it’s like a super big 
maze!” he continued to explain to a fascinated Vik. 
“You can go out that way, and come out this way, 
too! Or there!” he continued, while pointing out the 
different entrances and possibilities. “It doesn’t 
matter which one you take, but you can come back 
in through any one you want!” 

“Wow! That’s so cool! Can you show me?” 

“Viktor! Lunch!” a voice yelled over the fence, 
which meant their escapade of exhilarating 
exploration was to be briefly halted. “Oh shoot, 
sorry, Peter, I have to go — it was nice meeting 
you!” 

“Tt was nice meeting you, too, Vik!” Peter said, 
waving Vik off as he darted away and shouted a 
couple more farewells from the distance before 
again disappearing. 
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I did my best to follow him, but the bugger was 
fast. Back at our front yard, I was surprised to be 
greeted by a young Viktor that now seemed to be a 
little bit taller, although equally as excited. 

“What’s the bag for?” I asked, noticing a blue 
and red backpack strapped to his back. 

“You promised we'd go to the swimming pool 
today!” the boy replied with a grin. 

“Did I now?” I said, in a tone of genuine 
surprise, not yet fully realising the days had 
changed over the course of the past five minutes. 

I can’t even begin to explain how confusing this 
was; the myriad of jumps between those countless 
memories were, well, baffling. I certainly preferred 
the mystical hallway of doors to guide me in- 
between each moment, as it gave me a moment of 
mental respite, while also providing some 
continuity. This just felt lazy and exhausting. At 
least there was consistency with inconsistencies. 
Either as actor or audience, I had to play along, 
replicate how it was. 

“Yes, you did! We’ve even packed everything 
already!” Vik remarked with sass and a smirk, 
pointing to the bag on his back. 

“Alright then, a promise is a promise,” I sighed, 
looking at the ground as I scratched my head. “Go 
get your sister, then.” 
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I could see his mouth open up out of sheer joy. 
“Okay!” he sang excitedly, running off to inform 
Alissa about the good news. 

After both arrived, I loaded our bags into the 
trunk. I secretly hoped that as soon as I started 
driving, we would magically arrive at our 
destination. With that in mind, we stepped inside. 

I crossed my fingers with one hand, turning the keys 
to start up the engine with the other. 

“Why are you doing that?” little Vik asked. “Is 
there something wrong with the car?” 

“Huh?” I mumbled, only half-aware before 
realising what the “that” he had referred to actually 
was. 

“Oh, I’m just praying we get there safe and 
sound!” 

“Ahh, okay! Then I'll do it, too!” he said, 
crossing his fingers and closing his eyes in the same 
manner that I had done before he looked over at his 
sister. 

“Why is Mom actually not coming?” he asked. 

“With a hernia? She just got back from the 
hospital. Go put your seatbelt on, now,” Alissa 
urged the boy, as she strapped herself in.” 

“Okay, let’s go already!” he crowed, his 
eagerness and impatience beaming over the clang of 
his seatbelt clicking in. 
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With the engine purring, I drove off and we left 
our neighbourhood. “Off to Arlington it is then!” I 
cheered. 

“Aww, why Arlington? They don’t have any 
slides there! Can’t we go to Blue Haven instead?” 

“Blue Haven, you say?” I asked, puzzled. I 
remembered the name, but not the location, and my 
prayers seemed to have been for naught. 

“That’s a long drive from here, though ...” 

“Come on, Dad, please?” little Vik begged while 
looking at me with puppy dog eyes, before turning 
to his sister for support. “Blue Haven is better, right 
’Liss? Right?” 

“T don’t mind either, but we haven’t been to Blue 
Haven for a while,” she replied, much to Vik’s joy. 

“They also have a sauna at Blue Haven; you love 
saunas, remember Dad?” he quickly added. 

“Okay, but only on one condition,” I asserted. 
“T’ll need some help with the directions there, okay, 
’Liss?” I turned to her, as I genuinely had no idea 
how to get us there, especially with the absence of a 
navigation system. 

“No problem!” she diligently replied. All J have 
to do now is get us onto the motorway and hope that 
she knows the way from there. I’m sure she does. 

“Alright, where do we go now?” I asked her. 

“Take the A-18, I remember where to turn 
exactly, so I’ll remind you when,” she vividly 
instructed as I made my way onto the motorway, 
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entering to the right via the slip road through the left 
lane. Ah, ’Liss ... I wanted to talk with her about 
everything, but deep down, something withheld me 
from it. I knew I shouldn’t. Even if I wanted to, I 
probably couldn’t. 

“There!” she exclaimed, pointing at a blue sign 
overhead. “Just stick to the road to Cynsetol from 
here.” 

“Why is it that you always get to sit up front?” 
Viktor complained, peeking through the gap 
between the two chairs. I simpered at that 
innocuous desire to always ride shotgun. 

“Tt’s because I’m older, Vik. Besides, you can’t 
help Dad with the directions, right?” 

Naturally, he wasn’t amused. I could see him 
pouting his cheeks through the rear-view mirror. It 
was his only response as he lacked any arguments 
to retort her well-made points with. She was right, 
and she made sure to diligently guide us on our way 
to the swimming pool. 

We had missed a couple of exits and made a few 
wrong turns, but I didn’t mind. It was the first time 
in ages that I had gotten to spend time with Alissa 
again, albeit in the twisted way it was. Nevertheless, 
there was something profound and wholesome 
about this experience. I couldn’t exactly lay my 
finger on what contributed to it. That feeling; that 
everything seemed to feel alright, it had eluded me 
for years. Perhaps I had become too analytical, too 
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cynical over the past years, trying to find error even 
in its absence, but if that was the case, I would not 
be able to enjoy this moment, would I? That cosy 
sensation when nothing seems to be out of the 
ordinary. You didn’t win the lottery; in fact, nothing 
miraculous really occurred. Still, everything seems 
to be in its right place, even with my younger self 
bothering his sister with an obnoxious tirade of silly 
questions. Just what is it exactly? Was it the faint 
sense of chloride that I could already smell in 
anticipation of the swimming baths? Was it simply 
the presence of my sister? And aside to that, what 
even made this memory worthwhile to be visited in 
the first place? What about the interstice of the 
memories I was in? So much had happened in- 
between, with things that were arguably more 
important than the pasts I’d so far been visiting. 
Thinking back, however, it did somehow feel that 
the time had ebbed away naturally. Kiev felt like 
years in the past now, as distant as it should have 
been from this moment. With all of that in mind, 
through all of the organised chaos, I felt neither 
unsettled nor too excited: imperturbable was the 
right word. 

“Dad? You gotta turn right here,” Alissa 
stressed, as she pointed to the turn right ahead. 

“Ah, thanks,” I absent-mindedly replied. 

We had arrived at our destination, and froma 
quick glance, I could see that the huge parking lot 
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was practically empty: a good indicator of how 
many people were currently inside. 

Little Vik was barely able to contain his 
excitement, vigorously jumping up and down in his 
seat, much to the chagrin of his sister. In his keen 
imagination, he was definitely on the way down 
from one of the waterslides, already on what was 
perhaps his fourth descent. Despite the abundance 
of spots, I carefully parked the car within the boxed 
space before retrieving our bags from the boot. 

“You guys got everything?” I asked, as I lifted 
the final bag out of the back of the car before 
closing the boot. 

“Yup!” both replied, and off we went inside. 

“Welcome to Blue Haven!” a woman, 
presumably in her 30s, cheerfully greeted us from 
behind the reception. 

“Hi, thank you. Can I have three tickets, please?” 
I requested, while I reached out for my wallet. 

“Sure thing. All adults?” she inquired. I looked 
at the price list behind her, but beyond the blurs and 
smudges, there was nothing to be seen. 

“What’s the age-range for children?” I asked her. 

“It’s fifty per cent off for children aged 3 to 7, 
regular fee for any age above that.” 

“Two adults and one child, please,” I said. 

“But I’m 8!” Viktor complained from behind me. 
I turned around to see Alissa roll her eyes in 
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exasperation, before smacking the naive kid against 
the back of his head. “Ouch!” the boy yelped. 

“T’l pretend I didn’t hear that,” the lady 
chuckled, as she covered her smile with her hand. 
“Two adults and one smaller ‘adult’, that’Il be 
£12.50, please,” she said, giving a wink to little Vik, 
who remained rather distraught and oblivious to his 
ignorance on the matter. 

“Thank you,” I simpered with an appreciative 
smile, before I handed her the money. 

“Why’d you do that?” Viktor whimpered to his 
sister, rubbing the back of his head. 

“T’]l explain to you later, you doofus. Let’s get 
changed first. See you inside!” she stated. With 
Alissa walking off to the women’s changing room, I 
could feel Vik was pulling at my shirt. “Come, this 
way!” he prodded, pointing up ahead. After feeding 
our tickets to the glass gateway, we entered a 
cubicle to get changed. Dear lord, are these 
speedos? I looked in disgust as I opened our bag. J 
forgot that people used to unironically wear these. 

After putting on the polyester abomination, I 
carefully collected our belongings before storing 
them into the lockers outside. Vik was practically 
jumping at this point; he knew the pools were 
already around the corner. You could smell them 
from here, after all. 

“Hey, don’t forget those orange armbands,” I 
reminded my younger self. 
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“But I’ve already had loads of swimming 
lessons, I can swim without them!” he boasted, 
trying to convince me that he didn’t need them. I 
knew better than that: If they are in this bag, they 
are here for a good reason. “No buts, you’ Il put 
them on,” I sternly admonished. His eyes sombrely 
looked away as he reluctantly reached for his blow- 
up safety. 

“Here, I’ll inflate them for you,” I offered, as we 
moved towards the pools. With orange plastic in my 
mouth and towels on my shoulder, I could see a 
hand waving to us in the distance: it was Alissa. 

“T found some good spots!” she happily 
proclaimed, leading us to three adjacent loungers as 
we approached her. 

“Nice, great job,” I praised her, as I placed down 
our towels before handing over Vik’s armbands. 

“Well, you can go now. Keep a good eye on Vik, 
will you ’Liss?” I asked her. 

“No problem!” she replied, turning round to the 
little rascal and letting him know that it was finally 
time to hit the slides. 

It was also a good chance to have a moment of 
leisure for myself. I decided to look for the sauna 
Vik had mentioned, hoping to find it in the vicinity. 
I followed the sign above my head, passing the 
whirlpool area to the steam baths. 

It’s sure been a while since I last did this, I 
thought to myself. I opened the glass door of the 
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small wooden space and instantly felt smothered by 
the nauseating heat. Eighty-three degrees Celsius, 
the mercury pointed out. I always thought it was 
broken when I was as old as Vik was now, thinking 
the temperature would be fatal to a human being. 
It’s true, the heat on its own would knock anyone 
out very quickly, but it’s the humidity that makes it 
bearable in a sauna — at least that’s what my father 
would tell me years later. 

He was very fond of the Finnish baths, and 
admittedly, it was something I had learned to 
cherish over time. Surely, the scorching heat and 
smothering humidity make it difficult to breathe, 
but if you manage to endure long enough to allow 
your pores to open up, you’ll be comfortably cooled 
by your own perspiration. 

Even so, it’s wise to switch off with a cold bath 
every now and then in-between, as no sane person 
would advise you to sit in such temperatures for an 
extended period of time. Start off with ten minutes 
and don’t be dissuaded by regulars who easily clock 
in forty to forty-five minutes. It’s for comfort, not 
competition. 

Thankfully, there was a wooden hourglass just 
there on the wall at my disposal, topping out at 
twenty minutes. I reached out to it with a dubious 
attitude. I expected it not to work for whatever 
reason when I turned it around, but to my surprise, 
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it did. I sat down with a contented sigh, but not 
before pouring some more water on the rocks. 

Through the vapour, I enjoyed the warmth. In the 
heat of the moment, I decided to clock in for one 
more period, one of twenty minutes to be exact. 

I felt the stress seep out alongside small streams of 
sweat. All was lighter and easier to bear; the heat, 
and the remnants of negativity, wringed out of me a 
single drop at a time. I turned to see the sand had 
already reached the bottom of the hourglass. One 
more turn wouldn’t hurt, right? I thought, as I 
flipped the glass for another round. Like the water 
I’d pour on those hot rocks, time evaporated into 
thin air again. It didn’t matter, it was enough; I was 
sated and satisfied. I stepped outside the cabin, 
looking around for both ’Liss and Vik, but only saw 
a large clock hanging above the decorative palms 
and bamboo. 

Four o'clock? Already? It was definitely time to 
start looking for the pair; I hoped I would find them 
at our loungers, and correct I was. 

“Tt’s time to go!” I announced, as I walked over. 

“Can’t we stay here a bit longer?” Vik pleaded. 

“They'll be closing soon. We’ve been here for 
the better part of a day, and don’t forget that Mum 
is also waiting for us,” I replied to the boy. 

“Okay!” he agreed, nodding understandingly, 
surprising me with this mature attitude before 
moving over to his sister. 
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“You know, I can already swim in deep water! I 
don’t need armbands,” he boasted to his sister, who 
paid little attention to the boy while she was 
packing her bag. He got even closer, still 
desperately trying to get her attention. 

“You don’t believe me, huh?” he said. 

“Yeah, I do, but I don’t really care, Vik,” she 
bluntly responded, stowing her last things away. 

Impetuously and impulsively, Viktor jumped 
into the pool with no prior telegraphing. We were 
left stupefied by the impromptu action he had just 
committed. To make matters even worse, he 
couldn’t live up to his earlier boasts. He squirmed 
and spluttered, struggling to stay afloat before he 
was completely unable to keep his head above the 
water. The pool was at least ten feet deep at this 
part, what was he thinking? What was I thinking? I 
dropped all of our stuff and rushed over to the side. 
I laid down on my stomach, trying my best to reach 
him as I bit the bottom of my lip, and managed to 
get a firm hold of his wrists. With all the adrenaline 
that was pumping through my system, I launched 
him out of the pool and onto the dry floor as I rose 
up to my feet. His terrified eyes collided with mine, 
a coalescing terror that made me scold the young 
boy. “What was going on in that skull of yours?” I 
chided, out of breath. “Can you even thinking at 
all?” 
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There was no reply other than the same panic 
and confusion displayed in his pupils, but those 
eyes did remind me of something. It was a childish 
defence mechanism that I always employed when I 
knew I had made a terrible mistake. The tactic was 
plain and simple: remain silent when you’re in 
error. Even when not, arguments only escalate, and 
those who feel insulted or wronged always take any 
returned word as a slight. If they demand a 
response, simply apologise. It seemed like a sound 
mechanism at the time, but the cogs that made it so 
effective had rusted over time. For now, it would 
still work as I couldn’t exactly hold him 
accountable. When responsibility would grow, 
however, a simple apology would not cut it. 
Rhetoric replaced silence, making everything 
substantially more complex. Defusing one’s ire 
turned it from a game of silent patience to fine 
psychological Swiss clockwork, and it was a 
difficult change of trade. I knew it was pointless to 
rant on, as the terror and confusion expressed in the 
boy’s face had indicated that he fully well 
understood his mistake. On the way back home, I 
couldn’t get the situation out of my head. 

We often deem children as impulsive and 
illogical; J don’t think the statement is innately true, 
at least from a general perspective. What caused 
him to jump made perfect sense in his own mind; 
his sense of pride was tarnished and he did think he 
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possessed the ability to prove his sister wrong. It’s 
not too different from an adult who is bloated by 
hubris, only to find out he actually isn’t as adept as 
he thought he was. We overestimate our capacities 
all the time. Other than complexity, there is no 
difference between this particular incident and a 
miscalculation in scientific theorem. 

All minds adhere to the logic that lies within the 
confines of their personal reality. The perception of 
a young child shifts on the second while its 
dexterous mind does its best to keep up. It’s a 
sparring exercise, and if anything, it makes perfect 
sense. “Don’t step on the floor, it’s lava!” a group 
of kids would occasionally yell. Surely, no child 
actually thinks that the floor does consist of molten 
bedrock, yet they aptly enact their fantasy with 
immense persistence and lucidity. 

Similar to what a whetstone is to a blade, a child 
trains both their body but especially their mind to 
react to a simulation of mortal threat. The premature 
mind looks for a way out — a safe path. Danger is an 
extremely good tutor, for all ages, but especially the 
young. Danger implies risk, and risk inevitably 
brings about failure. There is nothing to learn in the 
absence of failure, and those who seek to better 
themselves intuitively seek out the constant dance 
with the devil. Children do dance very often, albeit 
not always with the same grace as us, and when it 
extends to the realms of imagination, the sting of 


Page | 168 


failure is but a poke. However, there is only so 
much you can learn from make-believe. 

Looking back at my younger self, it is hard to 
imagine exactly how I perceived the world at that 
moment. I observe my memories with my current 
capacities, not my ones of the past. It’s the reason 
why I’m able to judge in hindsight, because I’ve 
learned. Speaking of hindsight, I wonder if that’s 
why we simulated the ghosts that chased us from 
the moment we would turn off the lights at night, 
fleeing upstairs as fast as we could so as not to get 
caught by whatever lurked in the dark. I know not 
everyone did that. Some might’ve not been bothered 
at all while others didn’t even dare turn the lights 
off. 

I had a quirk of my own, the ghost bluff, where I 
would boldly yell “I know you’re here!” into the 
darkness, hoping to rouse and intimidate my 
spectral spectator. Elaborating on the logic; if there 
had truly been a monster, he would indubitably 
have been intimidated by my infallible bluff. 
However, if I was truly alone, I would not look the 
fool either. Changing into the seat of the occasional 
observer had given me plenty of time to think about 
a lot of things, both big and small. And if there is 
any observer of mine, I hope you’re doing well. 

How long have I been lost in thought for? I 
looked around. It was dark in the night and 
heralding twilight had eluded my inattentive eye. 
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Neither Viktor nor Alissa were there in the dimly lit 
building. The only light to decorate the area was 
from the crescent moon and her cast on the pitch- 
black waters of the swimming pool in front of me. 
The tiles still felt warm and humid to my bare feet, 
but I noticed it was gradually becoming harder to 
stand on. What is happening? It can’t be my lack of 
balance; I’ve never been in better shape before. No, 
I could see it, at the end of the pool: was it higher? I 
was right; with each second that passed, the incline 
grew and grew, and the degrees of tilt added like the 
thermometer in the sauna I had visited earlier. 

I had to drop to one knee to retain my footing, 
and I expected hell to crash down on me in the form 
of loose loungers, but only I seemed to be affected 
by this sudden change of gravity. No object moved 
an inch, and the pool waters remained still. 

Everything but myself was glued stuck while I 
slowly slipped towards the wall, with my back now 
against its beach-like mosaic. I looked around for 
something to hold on to, but was unable to find 
anything. I turned my head again to face forward. 
By now, the entire pool was standing upright. The 
water in it waved ever so slightly, as if nothing was 
out of the ordinary. It didn’t stop there, as 
everything kept on turning. My whole world quite 
literally turned upside down as I was pushed onto 
the thin-plaster ceiling like a ragdoll, and when the 
floor had now completely traded places with the 
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ceiling, the turning had finally ceased. I lifted 
myself from the ground, brushing off the dirt stuck 
to me. As I swiped, I felt my arms were covered in 
fabric. It’s no wonder that I looked down with 
surprise; why am I suddenly in a brown coat? I felt 
drops of water trickling down on me, but not on my 
hair, as the hood of my coat covered it. I gazed up 
to the ceiling, looking at the swimming pool above; 
it was clear the drops were coming from there. Is it 
all about to crash down? 

The black water swirled over the tiles next to it, 
enveloping the whole ceiling in a black veil as little 
star-like dots formed in-between a vague mist. The 
rain turned more intense, washing away the plaster 
tiles I was standing on: a deluge that exhumed an 
asphalt road. I didn’t notice that the walls around 
me had changed into the exterior of a large building. 
It was hard to make out its details through the heavy 
rain at first, but after closer inspection I realised that 
it was Sutherham’s Red Cross. 

I heard a sickish, muffled cough from my left. It 
was little Vik, all curled up on the back seat of my 
father’s car. I opened the door, carefully lifting the 
sickly boy up. His frail body felt severely feverish. 

“Are you alright, Vik?” I asked, but his eyes only 
winced in response to what seemed to be pain. 

“Just hang in there, we’re almost there, okay?” I 
told him, before carrying him to the hospital 
through the torrent. As I stormed through the 
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entrance, two receptionists immediately jumped up. 
One looked eerily alike to a younger version of 
Sarah, but how can my mind even know that? 

“Sir, can we help you?” she asked. 

“T have an emergency. My son, he’s sick,” I 
explained to her, having great concern for the boy. I 
could feel him slowly fading away. I held on to his 
warm little body — I knew all would be well, but I 
couldn’t help but be afraid. 

“Come with me, please,” the woman urged, as 
she led the way. Round the first corner to the right, 
we passed into the emergencies section of ward A. 
For some reason, the first thing that I noticed was 
door 014 standing slightly ajar. Something within 
me told me to pass through it. I couldn’t withstand 
its calling and I stepped through, opening the door 
with my shoulder. A young physician sat inside, 
looking back and forth between Viktor and myself. 

He quickly got up off his chair, moving over to a 
black stretcher that was to my left. 

“You can put him down here,” he urged, taking 
out his stethoscope to check up on Vik, whom I had 
now carefully placed atop the platform. As I let go 
of him, his eyes rolled up as he reached out to his 
stomach, curling, wincing and gurgling out of pain. 

“We need to bring him to radiology, quickly. I 
suspect it might be his appendix,” the doctor 
surmised with a dire expression on his face. I turned 
around, putting both my hands on my head. Even 
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now, I was still assuming the worst. With my 
elbows pointing out to each side of me, I was 
surprised to see Vik getting carried out by two men 
that hadn’t been in the room before, still lying on 
that same black stretcher, which now turned out of 
sight to the left. Didn’t the sign above say radiology 
was to the right? I turned towards the doctor, who 
was sat back down on his seat again. 
“Aren’t they taking him to radiology?” I asked. 
“We just did that; he’s been brought over to 
surgery now.” Oh, my poor head! My poor mind! 
“He’ll be fine. You were right in time, though; 
had it been a couple hours later, it might’ve 
ruptured,” he calmly explained, before noticing the 
visible stress on my face; it was the tension paired 
with the excruciating exhaustion. He sighed as he 
stood and extended his hand, holding something in- 
between his fingers. “Here, take my card, go get 
yourself some coffee from the canteen. It’s better 
than the sludge they have in those free machines.” 
“Thanks, I could use one,” I said in appreciation, 
taking the card from his hand. Leaving the room, I 
couldn’t stop thinking about little Vik. They were 
givens that I couldn’t follow them into the operating 
room and that’d he’d make it. How did it go again, 
exactly? I still remember those enormous bright 
lights in there with clarity; a large luminescent disc 
that almost blinded me when the medical staff put a 
mask on my face. “Just breathe in,” he or she would 
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say. Even with the first inhale, my eyelids felt 
heavy. In and out, all faded into a synthetic sleep; 
all dreams were consumed by anaesthetics. As I 
made my way to the canteen, a nurse walked up to 
me with a gentle smile on her face. 

“They’re done with the operation. Everything is 
fine now,” she informed me of the good news. 

“You can go and see him if you want.” 

“Yes. Yes, of course,” I replied cheerfully, 
before I followed her to the sickbay. Was it the 
second floor, or the third floor? I can’t exactly 
remember. I did, however, recall another boy 
around my age in the same bay. 

He was either in the bay directly opposite me, or 
the one to my right, closer to the window. I couldn’t 
remember much; both his name and even his 
appearance were vague. There were two things that 
I did know for a fact — firstly, he was hospitalised 
due to fireworks that had gone awry, and had ended 
up with severe third-degree burns. Secondly, we 
would become good friends for the duration of my 
week-long stay. It was a short-lived friendship that 
would die as soon as I left this building again, but 
that didn’t make it any less meaningful. It was back 
in the world of the living, even if the memory 
would soon be laid to rest again. 

I walked up to my hospital bed, seeing young 
Vik wave at me with his right arm in little swings, 
so as not to disrupt the IV attached to him. 
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“Hey, how are you doing, champ?” I cooed. He 
cheerfully opened his mouth, moving his lips to 
utter a sentence that his vocal cords refused to give 
sound due to the sedation he had recently recovered 
from. I knew the enforced silence would fade away 
the next day. Even in the absence of words, his 
cheerful, albeit sleepy demeanour brought comfort. 

“Tt’s alright, you don’t have to say anything,” I 
said, as I patted him on the head, hearing the 
wayward boy whisper a faint “Okay” before a nurse 
walked over to tap me on the shoulder. 

“Sir, the visiting hours are over. I’ll have to ask 
you to leave soon,” she said, much to the confusion 
of my younger self, who switched his eyes between 
the nurse and myself, tightly clinging on to my arm. 

“T just got here, is there no chance I can stay a bit 
longer?” I implored the nurse to be lenient. 

“T’m sorry ... It’s hospital policy,” she replied, 
before looking over at my younger self. The 
poignant look in his eyes had visibly resonated with 
her. 

“Alright ... But not for too long,” she sighed. 

I managed to stretch the “not too long” into 
spending the night on the empty hospital bed near 
my younger self, as my sweet mother would do for 
the first couple of days. 

Each time I glanced over at the little boy, he’d be 
drinking apple juice. Whether it was breakfast, 
lunch or dinner, there was always some in his cup. 
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All those extra memories had started to flow in by 
now, like thawing ice. 

I chuckled as I remembered all of the silly little 
things that had happened, not like a knitted scarf in 
one neat fashion, but like scattered bits and pieces 
instead. 

“You're always drinking that, maybe have 
something else today?” one of the nurses would 
complain, for instance. The mind can be either 
terribly lazy or awfully pedantic about remembering 
details. Even something as banal and forgetful as a 
television show you watched decades ago can 
suddenly shoot back into your head out of the blue. 

“What are you watching?” Vik inquired with a 
curious look in his eyes, having regained his voice. 

“Eh ... Oh, the Discovery channel,” I answered. 

“Yeah, but what is it showing, exactly?” he 
pried, still trying his best to get a better look. 

Oh dear, that’s a good question. 

“Err ... Not sure,” I mumbled, as I moved my 
head closer, thoroughly inspecting the screen as if I 
were myopic. I could make out a smudged face with 
a black dot above what seemed to be a mouth. “I 
think it’s a documentary on World War Two?” I 
guessed, with a frown on my face. 

“What happened in World War Two?” his voice 
resounded with genuine interest; that unmistakeable 
curiosity of youth. I turned towards him, all too 
happy to sate his thirst for knowledge. 
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many years ago,” I started explaining to him. 

“When? Was I born at that time?” 

“No, no. Even I wasn’t born. It was around 
seventy years ago.” 

“Seventy? That’s super long!” the boy gasped. 

“But it’s not long for history, because history is 
very, very old, you see.” 

“Ah, okay. So why were they fighting?” And 
there I was, telling myself about the events of 
World War Two. From Dunkirk, the Japanese 
invasion of Chinese Manchuria to the Molotov— 
Ribbentrop Pact. Everything from Operation 
Barbarossa to Operation Bagration, Kursk, Brody, 
Stalingrad, Khalkyn-Gol and the Ailpin strait crisis, 
where an artillery unit near Helmshore mistakenly 
sank the British HMS Duke of York, an event which 
ultimately led up to the cessation of the United 
Commonwealth from Great Britain after the war. I 
made sure to tell everything I remembered about 
that dreadful yet miraculous war of strife and glory. 
I could see the dark and day switch several times, 
leaving us in the timeless during our transfer of 
knowledge. Admittedly, I made few factual errors 
here and there, but it was simply how I remembered 
it. Did the Battle of Stalingrad start in August ’42? 
Or was it in the winter, in December? I picked one 
date and went with it; August, simply because it 
was our family name. 
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“Ah, okay!” the little boy responded full of 
enthusiasm. “I think I actually like the Discovery 
Channel. Want to watch some more?” he suggested 
jovially. 

“Well, we’re not going anywhere, right?” I 
chuckled with a conspiratorial smile on my face. 
Even though the screen looked more like a distorted 
iteration of drunk Rorschach imagery, I enjoyed 
teaching the kid. It was therapeutic, in a sense. 


Chapter 14: Youth’s Rest 


The screen would fade and the room would darken. 
All were gone again, the act played out. Where to 
next? I thought to myself, as I crawled out of the 
hospital bed. Walking round the corner should do, 1 
hoped, and I was right; I was there again, in that 
long hall of doors. It seemed like I was finally 
getting accustomed to this world, with only my 
intuition as a guide, motionless in the river current. 
There was no reason to fight it, as it was 
unpredictable and untameable. Maybe I could, but I 
had always remained deadly afraid of drowning, 
ever since I was little. 

It doesn’t matter if I go up or down this river, as 
there is no chronology to the retrieval of our 
memories. Your environment can request them at 
any given moment. It made me realise that 
selectively picking a memory out of your own 
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volition is an awfully difficult task. Why do we 
choose to remember the exact things that we do? At 
no given moment can I call on the deepest specifics 
of a memory. Sure, I might remember how to solve 
a mathematical equation whenever I wish to do so, 
but it still remains a reaction to a certain stimulus; 
namely a response to the query of solving said 
equation. It processes everything procedurally, like 
a droplet of ink on water, spreading as soon as it 
makes contact with the surface. It is desultory and 
haphazard what I choose to remember, with only a 
few filter points at selection. It’s not so much a 
labyrinth, but perhaps more of a long, linear 
corridor that only looks tangled up from the outset. 
Even if it is guarded by the Minotaur of arbitrarity, I 
have the liberty of both selecting and opening the 
doors, even if I have to make do with whatever 
happens to lie behind them. We are untrained 
jockeys to a wild buck, but even Alexander tamed 
Bucephalus, despite both conqueror and steed 
equally holding the reins to one another. As for 
myself, I’m stuck to the gallop of my mental 
machinations. Ironically, in orderly and accurate 
fashion, but I still won’t exclude the possibility of 
being chugged backwards in time again. 

In reality, the order of doors does not matter too 
much, as long as I go through them all, right? 1 
didn’t pick the next diamond door ahead, nor its 
sterling silver cousin four to the right. I walked 
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down, taking my time before choosing one. I had 
not been honest up until now, regarding my 
concerns, that is. Why am I not at the centre of 
everything happening in here? Sure, technically we 
are one and the same, but I do not feel what he 
feels. Not the agony that he so clearly expressed at 
the hospital, nor any of his adventurous mettle. The 
concepts did not elude me, but I wasn’t living the 
moment as he did. Shouldn’t I be central, in both 
memory and action? I cannot describe how it feels 
to be a bystander in your own mind. Alienated. 
Estranged. Poignant. Afraid. 

Estranged or not, I was made more aware of the 
love I had received from everyone, be it my parents, 
dear sister, or friends. I already knew that they 
cared for me, but there is a difference between 
knowing and understanding. They always do their 
best to remind you, especially on those sombre, 
delft-blue days. Maybe I’m here to understand 
myself? | thought, as I reached out to a door that 
was not quite delft, but still unmistakeably blue. 

I could feel the warmth radiating from behind it 
as I twisted its lukewarm brass knob. I saw 
glimmers of our porch past a blinding light which 
instantly reminded me of what time of the year it 
was; a scorching canicular afternoon, dead in the 
summer. There wasn’t much to do in good old 
Sutherham on those dog days. The cinema was 
closed and any kind of sport other than swimming 
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would be suicide, leaving us simple folk with a 
simple choice: you could either go down to the pool 
complex at Arlington, although if you desired 
something a bit more organic, it was a mere twenty 
minutes’ bike ride to the wide beaches of Port 
Whisker. 

Regardless, it was a great place growing up, 
truly. A relatively calm town with around 20,000 
citizens, meaning nothing crazy usually happened. 
It wasn’t too boring, but if one did desire to venture 
to the crowd, a forty-minute trip by rail would get 
you straight to Cynsetol. Nevertheless, every life 
that is lived, even that of the hectic metropolitan, 
has its uneventful days, and Alissa’s lethargic puffs 
did indicate it was one of those days. 

I walked into the garden, seeing her huff on a 
lounger while reading a magazine, all in the comfort 
of a long shadow cast by the red cantilever parasol 
next to her. I tried looking for Vik, as I could hear 
his onomatopoeia of airplane noises close by. After 
a sigh of boredom, Alissa stood up and stretched her 
back before staring towards a bush right underneath 
the garden’s only hornbeam. 

“Vik? You want to come to the store with me? 
I'll buy you some ice cream and a pack of 
Blokémon cards,” She suggested, while facing the 
same bush. 
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“Yes, Pll come!” he agreed excitedly as he 
appeared from behind the shrub with some toys in 
his hand. 

After Alissa fetched her keys and wallet, the pair 
strolled towards the store. It was a ruthless day, as a 
chariot had dragged the blazing sun to its highest 
and brightest in all of July. It would tyrannically 
smoulder the poor people below, as there was nary a 
cloud in the azure sky to oppose his radiance. I 
followed them like I was the shade cast to their 
silhouettes. I was enamoured by the brightly 
blooming cherry blossoms that numerously 
decorated the sides of Pinkerton Avenue, but neither 
Vik nor my sister had the blossoms in their mind. 

“Tt’s so hot!” Vik puffed, wiping the sweat off 
his forehead with his sticky hand. 

“I know you’re tired, but we’re almost there, 
look,” Alisa said, pointing her index finger towards 
a tiny store on the horizon. 

“T didn’t say I was tired, I just said it was hot!” 

“Alright,” she replied perfunctorily, before they 
crossed the final road to the store. 

“You don’t believe me? I can go on for miles! I 
am a bit thirsty, so maybe if I drink first ... I think I 
could drink a whole gallon in one go!” 

Alissa couldn’t help but chuckle at his silly 
strutting. “A whole gallon? I think you’d be barely 
able to drink a litre,” she chuckled. 
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“Nu-uh!” the boy adamantly maintained. He 
stopped in front of her, putting his fists against the 
sides of his hips: obviously unhappy with being 
underestimated. “I’ve drank more than a litre at 
once, many times before!” he claimed, as he pointed 
at her. 

Alissa, however, instantly saw through that 
taradiddle. “You’re not fooling me, Vik.” 

“T bet, I double bet you I can! No, triple!” 

“Alright, I bet you can’t even drink two litres. 

After some arithmetic in the young boy’s head, 
his lips curved into a smile. It was a challenge that 
seemed too easy for him to pass up. Half a gallon, 
half the trouble. 

“Even easier!” he crowed with confidence. The 
mercantilist within Vik suddenly awoke, realising 
that a bet is nothing without its stakes. 

“What will I get if I win?” he pressed. 

“T’Il buy you five more Blokémon cards. How 
about that?” Alissa told the boy 

“Really?” he gasped, not believing his own two 
ears. His eyes glistened in that scorching July sun; 
the prize was already his to take, but what were her 
terms? “So ... What’s in it for you on the small off 
chance that I don’t win?” he asked, just in case. 

“Just don’t cry when you lose,” Alissa replied 
smugly. Losing, however, was out of the question. 
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“You're not gonna win!” little Vik proclaimed 
with conviction, turning around to increase his pace 
towards the convenience store. 

“Hey, don’t go so fast!” 

A soft, air-conditioned breeze alongside a jolly 
bell offered a polite welcome to the small and very 
convenient store. The comfortable cool of that 
commercial oasis made it a pleasant refuge from the 
outside summer heat. Alissa stocked up on the 
things that she wanted; some magazines to kill her 
boredom and a variety of snacks to digest together 
with the last edition of Erudite’s Digest. A couple 
of boxes of iced tea for the bet and the promised 
playing cards, plus ice cream for the brat. 

In anticipation of their wager, the siblings 
doubled their speed on their way home to 101 
Turing Road. Back at home, my sister moved 
towards the garden as Vik rushed over to the 
cupboard to get a couple of glasses. With pride and 
swagger, he paraded over to fill his first share out in 
the garden. His attitude spoke volumes: there ’s no 
way I’m going to lose. 

“If you manage to chug eight of those, you’ve 
won,” Alissa elaborated, as he filled his first glass. 

“Eight? That’s easy!” Vik cheered. 

“Well, go ahead, champ,” she smirked, resting 
her head on her hands as he hastily drank away his 
first glass without any effort. 
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“That was nothing!” he laughed triumphantly, 
after wiping the moisture from his mouth, putting 
the glass on the table and giving his sister a 
determined look. 

“Give me number two, lady!” he sassed. 

“You can drink it slower, you’re not in college 
yet,” she admonished, while filling his second 
drink. 

“Why do they drink fast in the cow ledge? Do 
they not have much time?” Vik asked her. 

“College, not cow ledge. And yes, I think you 
can say that. Just don’t drink that fast, okay?” she 
said, out of concern for a stomach-ache. 

“Ha! You’re just super afraid you’ ll lose!” That 
little smug face had started to really irk Alissa by 
now. 

“You know what? Have it your way.” 

His confidence remained solid and his resolve 
did not waver much. She refilled his cup, but after 
finishing what was now to be his third round, he 
started to realise that this was not going to be as 
easy as he initially thought it to be. 

After the first cumbersome gulp, he switched 
over to taking small sips, realising how slowly the 
glass was emptying. Alissa loved every second of it, 
as she couldn’t help but grimace while watching his 
bravado crumble to tiny bits. 

“Having issues, tough guy?” she quipped. 

“No! I’m just taking a little break.” 
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“Take as long as you want,” she replied. She 
knew she had already won by now, but her green 
eyes housed a feline spirit; she wanted to play a bit 
more with her arrogant and wayward prey. 

Vik sighed with relief as he emptied the glass. It 
was a briefly celebrated victory, as his eyes grew 
bigger and bigger with every drop that filled the 
fifth cup. 

With one carton now empty, there was still 
another to go. After lifting the glass, he breathed 
heavily before putting it against his lips. There was 
no more room left, even for a tiny little bit. 

“Are you giving up?” his sister poked again. 

“No!” he whined. Giving up was the last thing 
on his mind. Surrender? Unacceptable and 
intolerable. 

“Then why aren’t you drinking, hmm?” 

“Because ...” he began his answer without one 
in mind. “T have to go to the bathroom, okay?” 

“Alright, but don’t take too long.” 

On his way, he was deeply entrenched in 
thought: How will I advance? How will I win this 
battle? 

Some minutes passed by, and the little Marshall 
was yet to emerge from the restroom. 

Alissa moved over to inspect what was taking 
him so long, only to hear a series of coughs coming 
from that direction. 
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“Are you alright?” Alissa inquired with genuine 
concern, thinking she had perhaps forced him too 
much. 

“Yes! Just go back and don’t worry!” But the 
boy’s very own intonation betrayed his ingenious 
plan. 

“Tf you throw up, you’ve lost the bet,” Alissa 
remarked. 

“No, that’s not fair!” a muffled cry sounded from 
the other side of the bathroom door. A couple more 
minutes passed by and little Vik finally emerged 
from the restroom, looking a bit hopeless as he 
slumped back to the garden table with a slouched 
posture. The poor boy. 

“Not giving up yet?” 

“No ...” he sniffled, as he sat down behind the 
garden table before looking in my direction. 

“Do you have any ideas?” he whispered towards 
me. 

“Just take your losses; you can’t win them all,” 
I tried conveying the lesson he should draw from 
the situation. 

“But the cards!” he sobbed. J really was a sore 
loser. 

“Then there’s one other way out, bud,” I told 
him, as I pointed at the carton of iced tea on the 
table. 

A final and valiant charge, he decided to give it 
another shot. He worked himself up, believing yet 
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again that he was indeed able to overcome this dire 
and decisive challenge. He moved the cup over with 
confidence, opening his mouth for a large gulp. And 
that was all it took. Anticlimactic, but expected, he 
realised the futility of his efforts. 

“You win ...” he conceded dismally. 

With those words spoken, the brown garden tiles 
shifted shapes while the whole garden started 
rumbling. Walls emerged, encasing us from all four 
directions, before a roof finally formed above, with 
several spotlights hanging down. In my awestruck 
response to the sudden change, I briefly lost sight of 
both Alissa and my younger self. I looked over to 
where I had last seen Viktor, finding him now 
dressed in formal fashion as opposed to the casual 
white shorts and checkered T-shirt he had been 
wearing just a second ago. He was captivated, 
drawn in by a sight ahead while he smiled with such 
delight. 

I turned around, curious as to what was gripping 
his attention so firmly. Yonder stood a podium, a 
completely different sight from our sunbathed 
porch. I was in a hall, but that is all I could gather. 
Its walls were just that, as they seemed neither stone 
nor wood. Both floor and ceiling were equally 
obscure, for that matter. If you were to ask the most 
verbose individual for their description of this place 
would be like that of anyone else — a hall with a 
podium. 
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The lights that shone from the ceiling converged 
at one point, revealing a pedestal occupied by a 
faceless man. “With great honour, we would like to 
congratulate Alissa Augustin for successfully 
achieving her doctorate in International Business 
and Administration, magna cum laude, no less!” he 
mouthlessly yet excitedly announced, and his 
statement was followed by a round of exuberant 
applause from the spectral audience. How they roar! 
Yet the sound paled in comparison to the echoing 
claps of my younger self. His eyes coruscated as 
Alissa approached that pedestal from the dark, but 
dark it was no longer. She stood there, tall and 
proud. The energy that radiated from her was 
simply blinding, making it hard to see her face. That 
contrast between her stature and her posture, it was 
a deceiving appearance, as she trumped and towered 
over all, all equally beneath her. Not because she 
was a tyrant; because she was a saint. 

Her rays of light cast a shadow over all of us, a 
smothering umbra that covered the audience with 
no exception. It had gripped me, both podium and 
pedestal, achievement and expectation, incarcerated 
to the dark that seemed to be a candid star; the 
bright Canopus. She descended from the podium 
with grace, a small journey of five steps. With the 
first one, the ceiling crumbled down as little 
snowflakes to a dim grey sky above. The second 
caused the walls to crack and shatter, turning them 
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decrepit and frail. The third brought a gust that 
shattered the remnants of the same walls, scattering 
them in the wind, as the fourth ordained the floor to 
rumble, causing the obscure ground to bloom a tiled 
threshold past the cobblestone street of what now 
seemed to be Arlington. On her fifth and final step, 
her stilettos morphed into sneakers that crunched 
the snow under her soles. Her graduation robes 
turned into a tall warm coat with a white fur hood 
covering her head. Forth from her neck slithered a 
scarf, as if it were a cotton boa constricting her. 

We were back again, back in Sutherham. To my 
right, little clouds of vapour emerged from the 
breath of my teenage self. He, too, was subject to 
the radical change, wearing the same clothes he had 
donned just five minutes ago, yet now seeming just 
a little taller and older, and his voice slightly 
deeper. 

“So how long will you be going away for then?” 
he asked Alissa, over the satisfying sound of 
crunching snow. 

A small pause erupted, with the only sound being 
that of the snow, albeit now at a slower, more 
irregular pace. “Just for five days; I'll be back after 
New Year’s Eve, on Mom’s birthday,” she replied, 
doing her best to unnoticeably manoeuvre outside 
of my younger self’s periphery. 

She reached towards the snow, compressing it to 
a ball in her palms. 
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“Liss! Why are you always so damn slow?” Vik 
complained, turning around to investigate what was 
causing her delay. His eyes widened in the fraction 
of a second as he realised he was about to be pelted. 
“Don’t you dare!” he yelped, closing his eyes while 
stretching out his hand in an attempt to block any 
incoming spherical projectile. With the snowball 
already traversing the air at a high speed, his protest 
remained unheard, and his face was now covered 
with its remains. “Oh, you’ll pay for that!” he 
cachinnated, before menacingly sprinting over to 
Alissa. On the go, he quickly tilted over to grab as 
much snow as he could, with nothing but mischief 
and a cold revenge in mind. Realising the incoming 
threat, her expression quickly turned from a jaunty 
and triumphant grin to one of mild panic. Her eyes 
closed and her lips curved, as she let out a soft 
scream upon the realisation that she was about to 
enjoy a large frozen buffet. She resisted in vain, but 
was no match for Vik’s new teen strength. 

“Stop! You win, you win!” she conceded, with 
her arms flailing around. He let go, but still 
remained vigilant as she scooped out the snow stuck 
in her neck, wary to any impish counters she might 
pull off next. 

“Alright, let’s go home now, my face hurts,” she 
groaned, trying to reach for a piece that had got 
stuck behind her neck. 
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“So, when will we watch that movie?” Vik 
asked, as the pair prepared to make their way home. 

“Tt’s too late to go and rent it now. I promise 
we’ ll watch it together when I get back home, 
okay?” 

“Sounds good!” he replied. 

It was hard to keep up with them as they paced 
off into the distance, crossing the street back to 
greet the monkey tree. It had just begun to dawn 
upon me. Argh, why am I standing still? “Move, 
you wretch!” I hissed at myself, doing my best to 
move but remaining frozen in my tracks. The 
texture of the snow was now completely different, 


1? 


feeling more like congealed mud that had clumped 
up to my knees, even though it was in reality barely 
up to my soles. J won’t let it stop me. I can’t! Not on 
this day, I won’t allow it! 

With each step forwards, I found the next one 
easier to take; I was finally closing in on them 
again. 

“Stop!” I yelled, reaching out and trying to get 
them to notice me. “Just one second! Please!” I 
begged. 

“Please don’t go!” I bawled, but neither paid any 
attention, as the pair remained oblivious to my 
presence. I was almost there, now just a hair’s 
breadth from touching the back of her coat. I 
prepared myself like a tiger ready to pounce, 
crouching slightly before leaping and latching on to 
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her. I tried holding on with all of my heart and all of 
my strength. It was impossible; I simply couldn’t 
get a firm grip. Despite having my arms completely 
wrapped around her, she moved effortlessly while a 
polarising magnetic field launched me aback onto 
the ground. I tried getting up, but the snow was akin 
to vicious quicksand, securing my body in a ruthless 
stranglehold. I struggled and screamed, cursed and 
yelled as I tried to regain control. I had to, as they 
were about to enter the house. J have to! 

As I tried to rise, I clenched my jaws with such 
force that even rocks and diamonds would have 
chipped under my teeth. “Don’t take her away, not 
again!” I lugubriously hissed, finally wringing free 
my right arm. There she was, searching her pockets 
for her keys. Just one second, for all that is holy, I 
beg of you! But my pleas remained unheard as she 
reached a bundle of keys from her right pocket. A 
heavy wind howled like wolves to a blood moon; a 
single fierce gust followed by a deafening silence. 
She turned around and briefly looked me directly in 
the eyes. Not as if I was a spectre or observer, not 
like a faint acquaintance, but as if I was the brother 
she had not seen for a large period of time, with no 
judgement, disgust or contempt in her eyes. 

She turned back towards the door. With her gaze 
upon me broken, the ground’s hold on me also 
shattered. I sprinted towards the door at an unholy 
velocity. I reached out my hand, hoping to get there 
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in time, but the sound of a loud slam indicated that I 
was too late, four icicles falling down from the 
force of the door closing, crumbling in unison with 
my dreams, to fragments of the past. 

I ran up and frantically yanked the knob, pushing 
it, twisting it, to every direction imaginable. 

“Come on, you piece of shit!” I wailed, as I 
nervously forced the door with all of my might; 
either this door or my shoulder would crumble. But 
neither happened, as a loud click resounded, 
unexpectedly making me tumble inside. But this 
wasn’t our house. It was that corridor again; that 
blasted limbo. “No, no, no!” I clamoured, as my 
eyes looked around in lament. Why is it not our 
house? I jumped back on my feet and opened every 
door I could find, trying to get back. It didn’t matter 
which one I opened, the pink, red or indigo one. 
Porcelain or ivory, all were the same. What is even 
the point of having multiple doors? Just bring me 
back, bring me back, damn you! Beseeched with 
anger, I dropped down to my knees and started 
cursing everything ever laid in existence. “I’ma 
plaything to you, aren’t I?!” I yelled, as tears flowed 
down my cheeks. “If you exist, I curse you! I curse 
you with all of my heart!” 

I won’t continue. I simply refuse. All those doors 
lead to the same place, and quite frankly, I don’t 
want to be there. I'll sit here and wait, until the end 
of epochs if I have to. 1 littered the hallway in a 
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nigh-catatonic state, dropping my head into my 
hands and remaining motionless. 

My sense of chronology had diluted for the tenth 
time, if not more. I didn’t know whether I was 
sitting there for an hour, a day or a week. I dropped 
to my side, turning over so as to recumbently stare 
at the spotless ceiling. My eyelids started to feel 
heavier and heavier with each breath I took. First 
there were no thoughts, but slowly I started to 
envision the fate that laid behind that door. I knew it 
by heart; the inevitable date of 2 January. It would 
be eight days from the last memory I had left. The 
interlude was not too relevant. Alissa would depart 
the next day, leaving me to spend the New Year 
with my family. That New Year’s Eve wasn’t 
anything worth remembering. Similar to your 
average banal changing of the year, it was bright, 
with all of the fireworks birthing synthetic stars for 
a couple of seconds. 

On the night that would bring 2 January, 
however, I saw that it was a starless evening as I 
peered through the jalousie of the slanted window 
from my old bedroom. Even though not a single 
cosmic entity had graced the pitch-black heavens, it 
was equally comforting to fall asleep to the sight of 
an empty sky. Usually it wasn’t barren like this, but 
it was picturesque nevertheless. I noticed the 
absence of Canopus and her other companions that 
usually presented themselves on that nocturnal 
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podium. No matter how dreamy the sight might 
have been, whether it was empty or sparsely 
populated, little Vik was still awake. We would 
both hear cries of grief coming from downstairs. 
Unyielding, they would ensue for hours, and even 
though he did not know the reason behind it, neither 
of us would move nary a muscle. He was staring at 
the wall, curled up in his alabaster duvet. Exactly 
like me on that same day, he wouldn’t go 
downstairs to find out what was warranting such 
anguish. Perhaps there was a nigh-instinctual 
reaction to try and not react, as if we were ostriches 
that had burrowed their heads in the ground when 
they had sensed danger; for when I’m robbed of my 
sense, I am to be impervious from all harmful 
influences of the world, and perhaps as long as I did 
not want to receive a bad answer, all I had to do was 
refrain from asking. I would sit down next to him 
and lay my hand on his shoulder. ““What’s going 
on?” he’d ask me in a forlorn voice, mildly 
resonating the sorrow hailing from down below. “I 
don’t know,” I’d lie for his sake. “Just go to sleep, 
alright?” He needed his rest, devoid of any doubts 
and any questions, just like that nightly sky. Jt will 
be the last time you will rest well, the last time your 
life will have the innocence of here and now. So, go 
on and slumber in peace, my dear self. Enjoy the 
final night as your childhood is gently laid to rest. It 
will be a rough awakening, when the cradle rocks 
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for a final time. His eyes would close slowly, seeing 
the advent of his vivid dream through the crevice of 
closing lids, one he’d forget as soon as they opened 
up again, dreams shattered and scattered like 
always. Dormant and still he’d lie, with no sound in 
the room but for that of his steady breath. And like a 
tree still rumbles when it falls in an empty forest 
even if there are no ears present, there would be no 
grief to be heard that night. 

Oh, Vik ... When the new-born rays of sunlight 
pierce through that same slanted window in the first 
hour of the morning, a soft shake will wake you up. 
“Viktor,” grandmother will say, sighing deeply, 

“we have to go.” Slightly confused, you'll rise, but 
you'll then remember what day it is. So, you'll 
storm down with your socks only half on, ready to 
cheer, “Happy birthday, Mom!” But today is no day 
of celebration. You can see the tears from the night 
have not yet dried up and now you'll have to ask 
that which you tried a whole night to avoid. 
“What’s happened?” you'll ask in a concerned 
voice. Even though your grandmother has told you 
a second ago, you didn’t exactly listen. “She's 
gone, Vik,” she’d cried inconsolably. “Alissa’s 
gone.” Now you know the reason why the stars 
were not present the night before. 

Shortly after, you all pack and leave to her 
hospital bed at St Helen’s Red Cross, far away from 
Sutherham. The time spent on the road will be 
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enough to make you think, about all of the time you 
spent together and that single promise she left you 
with; that silly old movie you'd still to watch 
together. You knew that she was just not feeling 
well: all it would take to wake her up would be a 
warm embrace. 

Through the doors of the past, beyond a sign that 
reads “Shock Room” at number 104, she lies 
motionless, peaceful with her eyes closed. You run 
up and grab her cold hand. It will be alright now, 
you think to yourself. I’m here now, and it will be 
alright. So you sit there and wish her a Happy New 
Year. You start talking about how much you’ve 
missed her, even telling her about the great joke 
your uncle Leo cracked at the banquet on New 
Year’s Eve. You know she’s listening, she’s just a 
bit tired, that’s all. You hold her hand even firmer 
and can feel that it’s warm by now. You were right, 
she was just feeling a little bit cold before. So, you 
sit there, waiting and waiting, for the moment she 
will wake up and say hello, with her voice as 
radiant as the blooming spring in May. 

But she doesn’t. She doesn’t, and it’s your fault. 
All because you just had to ask what had happened 
that morning, instead of saying happy birthday, 
Mother. You just couldn’t keep your damn mouth 
shut. 

You see, I wasn’t there when he got up. The 
moment I had opened that door, I knew what laid 
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behind. That’s why I refused to go ahead. 
Somewhere deep inside, I’m still that little boy with 
his head buried down below, as I refused to enter 
that place for a second time. 

I looked at the adjacent door for an extended 
period of time, and stared at its zebra stripes that 
fluidly kept crossing over. I stared at the keyhole on 
its glass knob, as if it was taunting me. “Coward! It 
should’ve been you!” it exasperated. 

The hall started to turn darker, creeping towards 
me from both sides. Something was lurking in the 
shadows, as I felt the unsettling feeling of being 
watched by a malicious force; it’s not you, is it? I 
stared over at the tenebris, seeing a hundred 
dimmed eyes judgementally staring at me. 
“Coward!” a deep and insidious voice bellowed 
through the room like the crashing billows of a tidal 
wave. The shadows continued to crawl and 
consume the room without any halt. ““Why can’t 
you face reality?” another, more trebled voice 
screeched. I stood up and looked back and forth at 
both ends. ‘““Weak, WEAK, WEAK!” a third voice 
boomed. Like a maniacal orchestra, it expanded its 
vocals into a mocking hymn. I wasn’t afraid, not for 
them at least. 

“You want me?!” I yelled at them, as I glared 
around. “You want to consume me, you bastards?!” 
An unending cacophony of laughter ensued after I 
projected my last words with scorn and saliva. 
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I felt the fury of a bull, as the pulsating veins on 
my temple whipped me, causing me to roar. “If you 
want me so bad, then have me!” I raged, dashing 
forth into the void. With each step taken, I could see 
the light behind me fading away. Before long, the 
darkness had enveloped me whole. Out of the 
shadows, a large hand lunged at my neck. The 
darkness, faster than the speed of light, had latched 
on tightly, crushing my windpipe as it lifted me into 
the air. My famished eyes widened, starved of the 
light, which was as scarce as the air had become to 
my lungs. I tried freeing myself, but it was to no 
avail. I saw the menacing silhouette of the 
monstrosity that held on to me move its head 
towards me. It was a faceless behemoth at first 
glance, but through the umbra I saw a shape. It was 
my jaws that had formed, my brows and my chin. 
Even my nose had appeared on its pitch-black skin, 
but there was no trace of either eyes or mouth. I 
could hear it breathing through its nostrils with slow 
and deep inhalations, as if it was mocking my 
inability to. At the emptiness where his mouth 
should have been, a small slit formed, quickly 
expanding sideways. It grew and stretched, until it 
had covered the edge of one cheekbone to the other. 
It opened its mouth, presenting just a small gap 
through which he now breathed very calmly. 

“Consume you?” it spoke with a deep, hoarse 

tone. 
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“.. Have you?” 

Within a second, its obscene mouth had shifted 
into a menacing expression of anger; its lower lip 
protruded just a bit upwards, with both sides of the 
mouth curving to its lowest, exposing the countless 
rows of its tar-black, vicious teeth. It proceeded to 
inhale deeply, almost sucking out all of the air from 
the hall itself. 

“No one wants you!” it screamed in a low, 
raucous voice, tightening its clutch around my neck. 
With immense force, it slammed me through a door, 
catapulting me several feet away until a wall killed 
my enforced momentum — I could feel my back 
snap over the splinters of wood as I writhed in 
agony. It was as if all of my bones felt like they had 
been reduced to pulp by the impact alone. 

Blinded by the pain, I gasped for air, wheezing 
as if my lungs had been punctured like a much-used 
dartboard. I was tormented by the throes all over, 
but they thankfully mellowed down quickly. It 
became easier to breathe, and after stabilising, I 
tried to open my eyes — I was back at 101 Turing 
Road, sitting at the dinner table in the living room, 
no less. 

I saw that the wall, that supposedly broke my 
impact, was no wall. In fact, it was the black leather 
seat of a chair. With my senses mostly regained, I 
saw most of our family had gathered around the 
dinner table, decorated by Alissa’s picture and a 
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couple of bouquets and candles. From that day 
forth, the picture frame would never leave that spot. 

The silence in the room was broken by the 
rattling of laminated paper; a brochure that no 
parent should ever be asked to hold in their hands. 
There was little energy for tears, as those wells had 
long since dried after the day-long monsoons from 
their eyes. With what little energy they had left, 
however, they looked for a coffin that would suit 
their dear daughter best, contemplating dark 
mahogany or a white oaken casket. 

We chose the latter, as the clean white 
complimented her delicate blonde hair, like golden 
dahlias to daffodils. All of us congregated and 
communed, mourned her passing and consequently 
resumed our lives. Some did this slower than others, 
depending on who had loved her most. The day of 
her burial was drawing nigh and even little Vik 
realised that the only moment time might have 
actually stopped was during that fatal moment 
which had caused Alissa’s frail heart to suddenly 
cease beating, and even then, that resolution was 
only for her. 

There was no moment of respite; all were 
expected to keep on running. And keep on running 
we did, as the day of her burial arrived on the cold 
morning of 19 January. I was still sitting in that 
room, where all remained silent and motionless, 
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with each turning of the brochure’s pages causing 
the calendar to change in congruence. 

To what little solace it may have brought to your 
unplanned departure, many of your friends were 
there to bid you a solemn farewell. Even the skies 
themselves, usually muddled with grey clouds, had 
cleared to grant you a safe passage. 

Even to my own relief, I was pleased to see that 
some of my own friends were present to offer their 
support. As little Vik was preparing his addition to 
the eulogy, I observed everything from a lonesome 
corner. I didn’t see the casket as much as I saw my 
younger self. J only saw our summer trip to Turkey, 
when right after we landed in Antalya, you took out 
your Walkman, smiling from ear to ear and telling 
me to listen for a second. It turned into more than 
just one second, as over and over I listened to 
Pachelbel’s Canon in D. “This is what I want them 
to play when I get married!” you’d bubbled with 
excitement. While you never had your wedding, I 
must say that you looked absolutely stunning in that 
white dress on that spotless January morning. 

Through the distance, I momentarily saw them 
lift you into the ground. Can you believe that 
despite all of the years that have passed, I still 
wasn’t ready for it? I know you’re gone, but 
sometimes I still wish you would visit me in my 
dreams every now and then. I don’t blame you for 
not dropping by to say hello. I think this might be 
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the first time in a decade since I’ve stopped by, 
right? I promise, even though I know that doesn’t 
mean so much coming from me, that I will do so 
more often when I get back. 

I approached her fresh grave and reached out to a 
mound of bistre-black dirt next to it. One handful, 
as tradition demanded. I held the coarse earth above 
her casket as a gust blew grains of dust out of my 
palm, like ash scattered by the wind. I tilted my 
hands slowly, the sand cascading down onto the top 
of the casket like down feathers falling onto her 
terrestrial blanket. Sleep well, my dearest sister. I’m 
sorry for waking you. 

I left the crowd and dwindled off on the 
deciduous cemetery trails on my own before 
reaching the exit. The tiny parking lot seemed to 
overlap that of a schoolyard, namely that of St 
Bernard’s High. I entered the large building to an 
interior littered with scaffolding. I remembered that 
this didactic prison had gone through renovations at 
some point. As superstition often tells, walking 
under a ladder births bad luck, but nothing is as 
unlucky as the sods contained within this hole. I 
moved through its myriad of hallways in a hopeless 
effort to find Vik. 

Thankfully, all of the rooms had doors with 
windows through which I could look inside, saving 
me the effort of opening up the doors first. On the 
second floor, I found him in the chemistry 
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classroom. He occupied the furthest corner, next to 
the windows that overlooked the schoolyard. It was 
undeniably the regal throne of every daydreamer 
who enticingly glared over their fantasy kingdoms 
through that same tall window. 

He stared and glared, beyond that stainless-steel 
fence that separated the suffocating schoolyard from 
the streets of Sutherham. Just at the end he could 
see an unexplored realm of marvel and grandeur. It 
was there, beyond the furthest corner at that little 
brown townhouse yonder: a tiny crevice that only 
the keenest of eyes could ever spot. Beyond, where 
rich mountains towered with bountiful ambition, to 
a Vivacious jungle presenting her cornucopia to the 
voracious dreamer. Deeper, down in its furthest 
oneiric reaches, the regality serendipitously 
remained in its realm of reverie. It is a capricious 
plane of existence, as one must be at the highest 
state of concentration to reach it — the smallest 
disturbance disruptive. Destructive. The clouds 
menacingly gathered to storm around our young 
sovereign, as they howled forth a name: “Viktor.” 
The typhoon dragged the unwary teenager by his 
feet, flinging him back from whence he came. 

“Viktor?!” the teacher snapped with frustration. 

“Oh, yes, ma’am?” the waking teen stumbled 
lethargically. 

“Welcome back to earth. Can you please give the 
answer to question 6a?” 
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All of those smug little faces, all thirty of them, 
aimed towards him with the weight of forty pounds 
an eye, crushing like a ton. 

“J-I forgot my books, I’m sorry ...” he admitted, 
flustered, while bewilderedly staring at his desk as 
if his books had been there just a moment 
previously. 

“Then can you please tell me what you’re doing 
here?” she lambasted ruthlessly. 

Her vulgar stare and crass intonation repulsed 
me; an inhuman lack of comprehension towards his 
lament. Two weeks! Two measly weeks, and the first 
time he had returned back to school, at that! What 
other answer to 6a was that harlot expecting? 

My younger self stared down in a pathetic 
manner, doing his best to avoid her callous gaze. 
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he whimpered. 

“You're not paying attention; you haven’t 
brought your books with you. What are you even 
doing here?” she ruthlessly continued to berate. 

“Yeah, I’m asking myself that, too,” he 
murmured, before standing up and taking his bag. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, 
to which the teen answered with the slam of the 
classroom door. 

To this day, I refuse to hold myself accountable 
for both my recalcitrance and mental absence that 
day. 
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I followed him around the corner, where we 
shifted to an old record store from the boulevard. 
Both my younger self and Peter walked around, 
browsing through magazines, DVDs and other 
trinkets. 

Something seemed to have caught Peter’s 
attention. “Man, I really want to buy this game,” he 
said, while ogling a blue, blurred-out box. 

“How much is it?” Vik wondered. 

“Sixty,” he moaned, as he rummaged through his 
pockets, finding some loose change. 

“T have around twenty, how about you?” Vik 
asked. 

“Fifteen, no luck,” Peter replied. 

“Man, maybe we should think about getting jobs 
or something,” Vik suggested. 

“We could work at that café at the Souq; Otto 
works there,” Peter proposed. 

“Oh, you mean Vanderbilt’s? I think my sister 
worked there, too,” my younger self replied. 

“Yeah, that one.” 

“The Souq is only open on weekends, right?” 

“T think so, let’s check it out tomorrow morning 
then,” Peter said, eager to apply. They left the store 
empty-handed, after which tomorrow became today. 

I landed in a cramped office space, where both 
Vik and Leonard, his boss-to-be, discussed the 
hows and whats of his prospective part-time job. 
Leonard was a cartoonish capitalist caricature come 
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to life; an obese man with a rough piggish face, 
donning a company sun visor instead of a top hat. 

“You were Alissa’s brother, right?” Leonard 
asked. 

“Yeah, that’s right,” Vik sighed. 

“How is she?” his future employer inquired. 

“She passed away at the beginning of this year.” 

“T’m sorry to hear that ...” the man responded, 
appearing shocked, at which point the room lapsed 
into silence. 

“How old were you again?” Leonard cleared his 
throat, breaking the calm. 

“Fifteen, sir,” the teen replied. 

“Okay. So, the pay is £4 per hour standard and 
£5 on a Sunday. What days would you prefer to 
work?” 

“T can do both Saturdays and Sundays.” 

“What is your size, small or medium?” 

“Medium, I think.” 

“Alright, come and pick up your work clothes 
somewhere next week; you can start next Saturday 
as well.” 

“When do workdays start?” the boy asked. 

“Work begins at nine in the morning, until six on 
Saturdays and until five on Sundays,” the man 
elucidated. 

With a couple of scribbles and an atrocious 
signature here and there, Vik was now officially 
employed. The pair shook hands, after which they 
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both left, leaving me behind as Leonard closed the 
door behind him. 


Chapter 15: Last Time 


It suddenly got dark in the office space before it 
shifted into a hall. I heard muffled shouts as if there 
was fighting going on somewhere below me, 
downstairs. The barren walls around me visibly 
started to shatter. It was hard to see, but I spotted a 
faint silhouette sitting right ahead, only visible 
thanks to a flickering blue light radiating from a 
LED monitor. 

It was Vik, with his ears firmly closed off by an 
equally firmly attached headset, blocking out any 
external noise. I moved up to him and laid my hand 
on his shoulder. The house shook once again, but 
the teen didn’t even wince at the tremor, which 
caused another crack to appear in the walls. He sat 
motionless, glued to the screen, which displayed 
that it was the month of February in its bottom 
right-hand corner. I tried shaking him softly to get a 
response, but to no avail. 

“Vik?” He didn’t seem to hear me. “Vik?!” I 
maintained, shaking him a bit harder, causing his 
headset to fall off. With his ears exposed, his pupils 
expanded and fear settled into their deep, dark 
black. Another rumble came, but this one was like 
pandemonium to the silence beforehand. 
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“You're always drunk, is there even one 
goddamn day where you can stay sober?” a raucous 
voice bellowed, amplified to such an extent that it 
nearly caused my eardrums to rupture. The cracks 
in the walls grew, resonating with the wailing 
response, the screeching speech that was clearly 
incomprehensible. 

“Just leave me alone!” It was like a violent 
hurricane that stormed through the room, a wind 
that roused both of us in terror. 

The boy tried to get his headset back on, but 
panic-induced clumsiness made him drop the 
headphones several times before he managed to 
finally remount it atop his skull. He pushed both his 
hands against the sides of the device, compressing 
his ears by forcing the cushions of those 
headphones against them, so as not to let through 
any more sound. Serenity returned once again. 

The silence made him regain his composure, as 
he turned back to his screen with a perfunctory 
gaze, reminiscent of a drone. The room quaked yet 
again, but this time it did so in silence, a silence that 
still managed to shiver the walls — another fissure 
emerged. The date on the bottom-right of his screen 
had now jumped to March, then another shake sent 
it on to April; crumbling, more and more. The walls 
on the side were tearing, opening a passage into 
May. 
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I blinked my eyes to see that both Vik and the 
screen had suddenly vanished, leaving an empty 
room behind. The only glimmers of light seemed to 
come through that crevice to my left. Throughout, I 
saw strands of moonlight, diced by the blinds of my 
old bedroom, shining on my younger self sleeping 
restlessly. Like a shadow, I crawled through that 
crevasse, which closed down on me as soon as my 
feet slipped through. What have I crawled into 
now? I wondered. But I had an answer in the silence 
that spoke volumes. 

And there it was, not even a minute later; a loud 
wail that shattered the calm. A bone-shivering and 
harrowing cry the sound of which I will never 
forget. The excruciating squall continued, but it was 
unable to wake Vik from his slumber. 

Why is he not getting up? Does he not know? Oh, 
of course he doesn’t! I have to do something. 

“Get up, you little shit,” I sneered at the teen, but 
he remained asleep. With a solid grip, I held onto 
his shoulders, shaking him in the hopes of 
galvanising a reaction. “Get up!” Finally, there was 
a response. 

He looked at me in a sleep-drunken stupor. 
“Viktor!” our mother exigently shouted from the 
adjacent room. “Come here, quickly!” It took only 
half a second as he launched from his bed and 
rushed towards the other room. As Vik entered, he 
looked at his father shaking uncontrollably, letting 
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out another mortifying wail. He couldn’t quite 
process what was happening, but it was an image 
that’d forever be ingrained in our minds; my mind. 

Vik turned around, looking me dead in the eyes. 
“What’s going on?” he asked in a concerned voice, 
turning towards his ailing father. “Dad, what’s 
going on?” 

There was no response aside from that horrible 
sound he was making; as if he was drowning, and 
there was nothing we could do about it. 

“T don’t know what’s going on, H-he just—” my 
mother stuttered, “I-I just—” 

She was obviously in shock, but the teen was no 
different. For some reason unbeknownst, my 
younger self didn’t look at my father, nor at my 
mother. He stared back at me with a helpless look; I 
knew we had no time to waste. 

“Call an ambulance, now!” I urged, while 
handing him over the house phone from the bed 
shelves. 

“Just be calm,” I said, “be calm, and tell them 
what has happened, and where you live,” I 
continued to instruct. 

My younger self complied, picking up the phone 
with his trembling hands, dialling the infamous 
three numbers. 

“9-9-9, what’s your emergency?” 

“M-m-my father, he ... He, I don’t kn—” he 
bawled into the phone as he looked at me, afraid. 
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“Calm down,” I sternly admonished Vik. “Tell 
them where you live, then say what happened.” 

He nodded, inhaling deeply before continuing. 

“We live on 101 Turing Road, Sutherham. My 
father can’t breathe, we need help!” Although 
visibly distressed, he remained as calm as he 
possibly could during such a situation. He funnelled 
his fear into purpose, a goal. Strength instead of 
inaction. 

“We'll be sending someone straight away, please 
confirm the address again,” the voice replied. 

“Turing Road, one, zero, one, Sutherham.” 

Thankfully, the ambulance arrived within six 
minutes. Vik rushed down the stairs to open the 
door for the medical staff to enter, briskly escorting 
them upstairs. 

“Can you tell us what happened?” one of the 
personnel asked the teen. 

“T don’t know, it started out of nowhere,” Vik 
responded, quaveringly. 

They approached my father, administering some 
sort of medicine after a brief examination, while 
Vik tried to console his mother in her petrified state. 
Every time my father would scream, gasping for air, 
she would shake in response, desperately clinging 
on to me. 

“How more will they take from us?” she 
lamented, looking at her ailing husband. All we 
could do was pray for a miracle to a higher force 
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that seemed to enjoy irony in ruining our birthdays. 
Thankfully for us, the miracle performers were 
here, as the paramedics managed to calm my father 
down. 

“Alright, let’s move him,” one of them stated, 
before they lifted him onto a stretcher. 

“Can we join you to the hospital, please?” my 
mother pleaded. 

“Yes, of course, but we can’t waste any time, he 
has probably suffered a stroke.” 

Vik picked up the signal as he rapidly got 
dressed. Not being picky, he put on the nearest 
jogging pants he could find and a sweater before he 
hastened his way to the ambulance outside. 

As he sat down next to his father, he looked him in 
the eyes; he was still in there. Even though he 
couldn’t talk, his irises did the talking for him. All 
those moments we had, where we squabbled and 
quarrelled over naught, all the love that we had 
taken for granted. He couldn’t say it, but I heard it 
loud and clear. In his hands he held his necklace 
that he most likely had torn off during his moments 
of writhing. He handed it to me, and I knew it was 
not a parting gift; it was for my birthday. He was 
stronger than I was and didn’t make the same 
mistake I did. Like myself, Vik too understood the 
gesture, as he clenched the golden chain and cross 
tightly in his palms. 
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“We’ve arrived,” one of the paramedics 
announced, as the vehicle had suddenly stopped. 
“T’]] have to ask you to go to the waiting room.” 

“Where is it?” my mother asked, as we followed 
them inside. 

“Here to the right; someone will come to you as 
soon as possible,” the man stated, pointing down the 
hallway. I followed the pair as they sat down in that 
empty waiting room, and with every minute passed, 
my mother grew more impatient. 

“Maybe we should go and ask them?” she 
suggested, nervously tapping her feet against the 
ground. 

“They said they’ ll come, we need to wait,” the 
teen sighed. Every minute, she kept on asking the 
same question and an identical answer was given 
back in return like a broken record. I didn’t count 
the back and forth, but after at least a couple of 
dozen times the door we came through was opened 
by a faceless physician. 

“Augustin?” the figure spoke, to which my 
mother instantly rushed up to him. 

“Is he safe?” she worried. 

“He’s stable. Please, follow me,” he implored. 

We moved along silently, comforted by the news 
that all hope was not yet lost. We entered a small 
room as the doctor gathered some pictures. 

“He had an ischaemic stroke, meaning that a 
blood clot caused it,” he explained, as he sat down 
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to face us. “As you can see, this area around here 
has been damaged —” He pointed at a black area on 
the picture. ““He’s currently paralyzed on the right 
side of his body,” the doctor continued. 

“But he’ll be able to recover, right?” Vik asked. 

“Tt’s going to be a long rehabilitation process. He 
has to learn how to drink and eat all over again. 
Nevertheless, chances are very high that he’ll fully 
recover,” he emphasised. 

“So, when do you think he’! be the same?” my 
mother inquired with visible concern. 

“After a stroke, no one can ever be exactly the 
same again. but— rehabilitation usually shows great 
results after at least six months,” he replied. 

“Please don’t worry about that for now. I 
understand that this is all very shocking to you, but 
the good news is that we’re out of the rough waters. 
It'll only get better from here. All of you should get 
some rest right; you can visit him tomorrow.” 


Chapter 16: Obsequiously and Sycophancy 


I knew that outside that hospital room lay not the 
halls of Ward A, but a different corridor instead. I 
was right in my prediction. What lay behind the 
fibreglass door ahead of me, or its vinyl sibling next 
to him, however, was a wild guess, but the heavy 
smell of frying oil gave off a clear indicator. 
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In my whole life, there was nary a thing that 
frustrated and dulled me more than that mundane 
part-time job at Vanderbilt’s as a teenager. Even 
though I only worked there during the weekends, 
the lack of any mental stimulation felt like a poorly 
done temporary lobotomy. It was a multitude of 
things really, from the sheer repetitiveness of the 
work to the stench of the fry that seeped into both 
my skin and my hair, and even that damned door. It 
was almost impossible to wash it out. Furthermore, 
those days were virtually all the same, and every 
day made me dislike the place more. Sure, I didn’t 
particularly dislike the job right from the beginning, 
but judging young Vik over there, it was already a 
year in. I guess once that initial seed of resentment 
has been planted in your heart, it will grow 
endlessly. 

It started with mild backaches that I’d have from 
standing so long. Maybe my posture was poor, but 
my oh my, did I feel like a senior after a workday. 
Before I even knew it, I started to hate the red 
linoleum flooring that turned slippery after the 
tiniest amount of liquid had been spilled on it. The 
joint’s red and yellow colour pattern in general was 
an additional ocular headache. The smallest things 
would start to bother me, like the cheap “corporate” 
logo, which was clearly five seconds of work in 
Wicrosoft Mord Art. It is only in hindsight that I so 
fervidly express myself, but seeing myself standing 
there, I could tell that all that was on his mind was 
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getting through the uneventful day as fast as 
humanly possible. 

“Hey, kid, can I ask you why I got old coffee?” 
an elderly man asked my younger self, with a 
haughty voice and an angry stare in those small 
eyes of his. 

“Excuse me, sir?” little Vik asked, as he curved 
the tips of his mouth into an awkward and 
innocuous smile. As soon as the words had left his 
mouth, the brows on the man’s face had slanted to 
express his apparent frustration even more. His 
moustache, akin to a walrus’ whiskers, moved left 
and right before he opened up his mouth again. 
“Did you not hear me? This coffee — it’s old. I want 
fresh coffee,” he snarled, while rashly shoving the 
cup in question onto the counter, spilling some in 
the process. The droplets, still seemingly hot, 
landed on the man’s hand, making him wince 
slightly. 

“T’m sorry to hear that, shall I pour you a new 
one?” little Vik politely offered the old man. 

“This is old coffee,” the man protested again, 
louder, drawing the attention of other people. The 
gazing eyes set upon the teen were visibly 
unnerving him, making him anxiously scratch his 
neck while his eyes attempted to avoid any contact. 

“T understand, sir, I can—” Vik began. 

“Listen, kid, why are you serving old coffee? 
What is hard about making coffee?” the senior 
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snapped, interrupting my younger self mid- 
sentence. Instead of turning more timid through the 
tumult, I could see that Vik was starting to lose his 
patience. 

“Sir, do you want me to give you a new cup or 
not?” he replied unsympathetically, already making 
a prediction to how the old-timer would reply to 
that. 

“Kid, you gave me a cup of old coffee,” he 
reiterated; much to Vik’s chagrin, he certainly was 
dead on the spot. How vexatious can a person 
actually be? The way those miniscule mouse eyes 
glared alone pissed both of us off. 

“Mister,” Vik maintained sharply in an astute 
tone, while looking the man directly in his eyes, 
who still maintained his unchanging grumpy 
expression, “you paid fifty cents for that cup of 
coffee. Were you expecting a kopi luwak? Some 
premium blend with golden nuggets in it, perhaps?” 

The old man seemed to gawp back in confusion 
at the teen for just a second before returning to his 
lovely old look of frustration again. “I don’t know 
what a kopi luwak is, but I do know that the coffee 
you gave me was old.” 

“And I’m willing to give you a fresh cup,” the 
teen replied, almost grinding his teeth. 

“But the coffee you gave me is old!” he 
maintained. 

“Really? I think I missed you say that.” 
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“T’ve had enough of you, I want to speak to the 
manager!” 

“Sure, Ill get him for you,” Vik replied 
perfunctorily, before moving off to fetch his boss. 
Dear heavens, what hole do people like this crawl 
from? I wonder if I was unlucky with my share of 
cretins, or if it is common to catering. 

“Hello, sir, what seems to be the problem?” 
Leonard asked, with a superficial uppity tone. 

“Well, I nicely asked why my coffee was old. I 
wanted a fresh one, but that runt started being very 
disrespectful.” I could see Vik didn’t expect that 
answer as his gaze widened out of sheer confusion. 
I knew he ached to shout “What?!” at the top of his 
lungs. 

“T’m sorry, sir, I'll pour you a new one right 
away,” Leonard prompted, reaching out for the 
same can of coffee to pour the man a ‘fresh’ cup. 

“That’s all I really wanted,” the senile man 
replied. 

“But I offered the exact same!” my younger self 
protested, unable to contain his disbelief. 

“Shut up, boy! Go to the kitchen!” Leonard 
angrily hissed, shooing the disgruntled teen away. 

“You should really teach the kid some manners.” 

“Don’t worry, I'll straighten him out. What a 
generation, huh?” Leonard chuckled. 

As Vik walked off to the kitchen as instructed, 
he noticed by the looks on the faces of both Peter 
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and Otto that they had overheard that little 
spectacle. They walked up to him, but before they 
could get their juicy gossip, Leonard had already 
settled the issue with the customer. His superficial 
smile instantly turned upside down, converting him 
back into his old vociferous self, ready to castigate 
young Vik. 

“You've done it now, boy!” he hissed, as he 
entered the kitchen. “Are you plain stupid, or are 
you unable to talk to people?” he fumed on. 

“But sir, I tried—” Vik tried defending himself. 

“No, you didn’t try, you’re always slacking or 
doing something stupid, I should fire you,” he 
continued. 

“Sorry, sir,” Vik sighed, acknowledging that any 
argument could actually get him fired. 

“Stay here in the kitchen and go clean 
something, I hope you can at least do that.” 

“YOS) Sit se3”” 

As Leonard stormed out, he left his steam 
alongside the soap foam. I knew exactly what was 
on Vik’s mind at that moment. He hated this place — 
the daft and obnoxious people, but most of all, he 
hated Leonard and his inexplicable vendetta 
towards him. I remembered how he would always 
lambast me for the smallest mistake. One time I 
wasn’t slicing the bread properly. Another time, I 
had overlooked a tiny spot that I was supposed to 
clean up. Sometimes I wasn’t handling things fast 
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enough, even though I had helped four customers 
while my colleagues were still busy with their 
second. He was always a little bit too nice with my 
female co-workers, mostly under-aged, which made 
me shudder when I thought about my sister. There 
was always something. I was genuinely doing my 
best, as I knew standing around would make the day 
go slower, but each time Leonard would have one 
of his tirades, I was starting to wonder whether the 
juice was worth the squeeze. At least in the kitchen 
he wouldn’t bother my younger self while he 
cleaned the dishes. 

Seeing his chance, Peter walked in shortly after 
noticing their employer leave, curious to know what 
had just happened. 

“Heard you were getting a raise?” he 
sarcastically sassed as he leaned against the wall. 

“That stingy cunt? Nah, it’s the usual ol’ grumpy 
Leonard,” Vik sighed in response. 

“Yeah, he’s a twat,” Peter said, chuckling. 

“Always picking me out, though, for some 
reason. Always!” Vik complained, while he rinsed 
another dish. 

“Man, don’t ever call in sick. What if I’m next in 
line for his lovin’?” he replied. 

“You're giving me another reason to call in 
sick.” 

“Don’t be like that,” Peter responded. “You up 
for some poker at Otto’s place when we’re done?” 
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“Yeah, why not,” Vik shrugged as he put a third 
dish away before going outside to throw out the 
trash. I followed him, but the doorway instead took 
us to separate places. 


Chapter 17: Valedictorian Historian 


Past the hundreds of doors, I was fixated only on an 
auburn entrance in the far distance. On my 
approach, I could hear the sound of distinct chatter 
coming from the other side. Opening it, I stepped 
into what seemed to be the dressing room of a 
gymnasium. Where am I exactly? I decided to 
explore ahead, getting closer towards the source of 
the conversation as I opened yet another door. / 
remember! This is the place where I took my high- 
school exams, in the sports hall behind here! 

“All students, please sit down at your designated 
seat now,” a female voice announced, as I stepped 
inside to see countless students, carefully aligned 
like factory workers to their assembly lines. 

“All tests will be handed out shortly. You are 
only allowed to have a pen and beverage on your 
table. If you have finished your test, please raise 
your hand so that an examiner will be able to pick it 
up for you.” 

I couldn’t help but smile. Dear lord, I certainly 
do not miss taking exams. Every now and then, I am 
occasionally plagued by a nightmare where I would 
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find myself taking them again. “Did you study, 
Vik?” a phantasmal classmate would ask me. 

“Study?” I'd reply, disoriented by the apparition. 
“For what?” 

“All of it!” he’d reply, before I was handed a 
tower of question sheets, only to wake up in relief. 

While I was trying to spot little Vik, I couldn’t 
help but notice the sheer amount of students present 
in the room. Two hundred, at the very least. A little 
sweatshop of banal knowledge, which I have mostly 
already forgotten, although some fragments still 
linger like this room and history. 

Ah, there he is! At the third row from the front, 
on the very end. I accidentally bumped into a table 
as I paced towards him, the girl sat there glaring at 
me with frustration. “Excuse me,” I said. Peculiar. 

As I got close, young Vik scratched his head 
while making weird gestures as he examined the 
paper in front of him. He must be doing marvellous. 
Poor little guy, I do feel sorry for him. 

He noticed my presence when I stood next to 
him, and I wouldn’t need a better indicator of him 
not knowing the answers of the test. “Hey!” he’d 
whisper, as he held his hand in front of his mouth. 
“Help me out on this one, will you?” 

I tilted over to look at the exam sheet. Other than 
seeing my name in the most awful handwriting 
imaginable, I couldn’t make out what the blurred 
questions were asking. 
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“Yeah, I can’t read that,” I remarked, while 
curling my lip. Who does remember their exam 
questions longer than a day? Certainly not me. 

“Come on, you have to know!” he urged in an 
agitated tone, while frantically scratching his head. 

“Just write down ‘B’,” I suggested hesitantly. 

“B is not a year, are you trying to make me fail 
on purpose?” he asked, looking back at his sheet 
and letting out a whimper of defeat. 

“Just skip this question for now, move on to the 
next one,” I advised the struggling teen. “You'll 
remember it down the road. There’s still plenty of 
time.” 

Young Vik neurotically clicked his pen a dozen 
times. “Fine ...” he muttered, as he turned over the 
sheet in order to try his luck with the next question. 

I walked away and sat down in an empty seat 
next to the examiners at the front. It was an amusing 
experience, being at the other side of that table. I 
spotted at least a handful of students that were now 
starting to panic, like my younger self. From 
neurotic fidgeting to frustrated mimicry, the exam 
period must definitely be the highlight of any 
sadistic teacher’s career. I could have observed this 
spectacle for hours. 

I made sure to look at my younger self every 
now and then. At some points, he would intensely 
stare at me before pointing at his exam sheet in a 
repetitive motion while his mouth gestured “Help 
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me!” without a sound. Together with a raised 
thumb, I put up an encouraging smile. 

“You can do it, buddy!” 

By now, half the students had left already. I 
could spot another hand being raised from the 
corner of my left eye: it was Vik. As an examiner 
came and picked up his results, he gave me an 
angry look before packing up to leave. After we had 
both left, he turned round to me and let out a deep 
sigh. 

“Tt was as if you completely abandoned me!” 

“Ah, I’m sure you did fine!” I replied. If I 
remember correctly, I did actually manage to 
somehow pass that exam. 

“Whatever,” he moaned. While slumping ahead, 
someone ran up behind him and slapped him against 
the back of his head. 

“What the ...?” a dismayed Vik exclaimed, 
turning around to see Peter. “Ah, you cunt.” 

“How did it go, dude?” his friend asked 

“Man, don’t bother,” little Vik replied, rubbing 
the back of his head. “They might as well have 
handed out an application to WcDonald’s.” 

“We already work at a bootleg WcDonald’s,” 
Peter laughed. “Did it really go that badly?” 

“It wasn’t great. I blacked out on the first 
question,” Vik responded, shrugging his shoulders. 
“Wanna chill for a bit?” he quickly followed up. 
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“Hell yeah,” Peter whooped, “let’s get some 
snacks first, though. I’m starving.” 

I watched both of them leave the building as they 
stepped on their bikes and started to cycle off 
towards the nearest supermarket, before 
disappearing behind a set of buildings far in the 
distance. They too turned into a distant memory; a 
distance of sixteen years, to be exact. 


Chapter 18: Equity and Expectation 


My surroundings started to shift and rumble once 
more. The sports hall behind me collapsed into a 
dust cloud before its dark particles turned into a 
white blizzard. A single house was left in the 
rubble, while the streets curled around before 
straightening up completely. Thresholds were 
rearranged and a lamp post emerged in front of me 
with a road sign attached for “Kingsway Street”. I 
knew where I was; this was Otto’s house. I noticed 
the door was already open, and I took the liberty of 
entering uninvited before closing it behind me. I 
made my way to the living room, spotting my 
younger self alongside Peter, Otto, Jeremy and Sam. 
Looking over at the table, all were invested in their 
game of Texas hold ’em, a pastime all of us enjoyed 
equally. We initially played without any money, but 
we all agreed that having stakes brought more depth 
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to the game; it had a tendency to get the blood 
pumping. 

From the flop to the river, each stage had its 
addition of adrenaline, and that feeling when 
someone is calling your all-in bluff? Nerve- 
wracking, to say the least. 

Beverages flew by, accompanied with mediocre 
jokes, and it wasn’t long before my stack of chips 
had started to diminish, but the atmosphere in the 
room was undeniably comfortable nevertheless. 

“Did you guys pass Latin?” Otto asked, looking 
over to Peter and me. 

“On the edge, a C,” Vik replied, while Peter 
shook his head. 

“Why is it that most of your grades are shit? I 
know both of you ain’t that stupid,” Otto replied. 

“Mate, if I don’t try, you can’t prove how stupid 
Iam,” Vik said, as he looked at the hand he was 
given: a two and a seven, nothing worse than that. 

“Speaking of stupid, Leonard takes the crown,” 
Peter joked, while Otto called the blind. 

Even though Jeremy and Sam didn’t work with 
us, it didn’t refrain us from complaining about our 
boss. 

“What did he do today?” Jeremy wondered, to 
which Otto smirked. 

“He’s too cheap to buy billboards, so he made 
his own with typos like ‘samwich’ all over.” 

“Ts he dyslexic?” Sam asked, folding his hand. 
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“Don’t insult dyslexic people; this man is simply 
rock-stupid,” Peter chuckled. 

“Man, even with the amount of cash that goes 
over that register, I’m sure that the password of the 
safe is something like 1-2-3-4-5-6,” I said with a 
laugh, also folding before drawing the flop on the 
table. 

“No, he can’t be that stupid, right?” Sam asked, 
taking a sip from his Bacardi and coke. “Right?” 

“Well, he is that daft!” Otto chuckled. “Because 
the password actually is 1-2-3-4-5-6!” After hearing 
that, we couldn’t help but burst out into laughter. 

“How do you even know that?” Jeremy asked 
Otto. 

“He trusts me with it. I even typed it in myself a 
couple of times,” he replied. 

“You're kidding, right?” Jeremy looked at Otto 
in disbelief. 

“No, I wish I was. It’s your turn by the way,” 
Otto remarked, to which Jeremy threw in two chips. 

The laughing had subsided as Jeremy started 
talking about a subject that I couldn’t quite hear, 
muddling the whole conversation beyond 
understanding. 

“Do you think we can do it?” Did Otto say that? 
Or was it Peter? “Taking the cash from the safe, I 
mean.” 

“Man, that should be child’s play,” Vik said, 
with a grin on his face. 
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“How much is in it, anyway?” Sam wondered. 

“Five thousand?” Jeremy curiously interjected. 

“Around ten to fifteen thousand each weekend,” 
Otto stated. “I sometimes need to put the money 
into the safe, so that’s why I know the code.” 

“And he doesn’t change it, either?” Sam asked. 
“The man can’t change his underwear without 
help, it’s been the same for a couple of years now.” 

There was a look of incredulity on Sam’s face as 
he looked Otto directly in his eyes. “So, the code 
really is 1-2-3-4-5-6?” he gasped, while holding his 
hand against his head in a display of disbelief. 

I do not need to further explain what is going on 
here and what it is leading to. All I can say is that 
the birth of stupidity often rests in the mind of the 
young. Its conception lies in brashness and 
impulsivity. From a jovial joke, to actual execution. 
The lack of logically being able to assess a situation 
and its consequences raises said stupidity from its 
cradle. What could ever go wrong? If we try, we’re 
too smart to get caught. That stupid adolescent 
arrogance that breaks the barriers of “do” or 
“don’t”. 

It was not so that we were completely devoid of 
any sense of morality. The same could probably be 
said of the vast majority of young people, similar to 
us or not. As the saying goes, if there’s a will, 
there’s a way. You will find yourself throwing ethics 
out of the window if it’d serve your situation. Not 
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all at once, though. First of all, you curb the notions 
of doubt with bite-sized excuses such as “He’s a 
pervert, he touches young girls at work, too,” or 
“He’s already rich, it'd be pocket change to him 
anyway.” You try to convince yourself that you are 
in the right and that your victim either deserves it or 
wouldn't care enough anyway. 

The longer that tug of war goes on, the more 
likely the idea will get to manifest. All it usually 
takes is a single “This is a really stupid idea” or a 
staunch “No” to shut it down, but it takes both 
bravery and a sober mind to say that. Like children, 
ideas are helpless at birth. When they mature, 
however, that’s when fighting them becomes 
problematic, as they have the strength to defend 
themselves. 

That’s exactly where our fledgling idea 
developed into a fully-fledged plan. It was ready to 
hatch, whereas it should’ve been no more than a 
miscarriage, or rather, an abortion. 

Time advanced with exceptional speed, leaving 
me anchored to the centre of that room. In the span 
of what felt like a couple of minutes, multiple 
Saturdays floated past, of which every nightly poker 
evening had turned into a meticulous planning 
session. 

‘Don’t do it,” I exhorted. “Just don’t do it ...” 
But no one was there to hear me. Especially young 
Vik. 
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I shouted and screamed into the depths, only to 
hear the echo of my own voice. I could not change 
the past and it was hopeless to try; I knew I 
shouldn’t, even if I could. 

“How will we get inside?” one voice watered the 
sapling of a spoiled thought. 

“T can take the key and make a copy; I know a 
locksmith,” another nurtured its branches. 

“But won’t they notice it?” a third added. 

“What if we lock ourselves in?” 

“We'd still need a key.” 

“Yes, but they won’t notice the one from the 
shutters as quickly.” 

“Then how do you get out?” 

“Just use the key that’s hanging inside, put it 
back after you open the door out.” 

“Where do we hide, then?” 

“TIsn’t there a small space behind one of the 
shops?” 

And it grew and grew, into a fully grown and 
ghastly tree. The plan was now ripe to bear its ill 
fruit. Thus, I watched in horror and awe, as my 
younger self and his friends gleefully attempted to 
reach for it. 

Each had their own respective task. Peter and I 
took the role of going inside, a risk covered by a 
higher cut. Otto would get the keys to the shutters 
during a workday, while Sam and Jeremy held the 
watch, notifying us in case of patrolling police. 
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I was suddenly transported to that fateful evening 
and watched us enter the mall to hide ourselves in a 
well-concealed location. There they waited until 
deep into the night, patient for the opportune 
moment to strike, like predators hidden in tall 
savannah grass. 

Occasionally, they would hear the casual guard 
patrolling, but they knew they’d leave around 
midnight. So, they waited and waited. I was 
surprised at the amount of angelic patience both of 
our young minds possessed at the time. The clock 
was Close to half past one in the night by now, and 
Peter suggested that it was time to move out of their 
hiding place. 

They would crawl close to a quarter of a mile, 
making sure not to set off any alarms before making 
it into the café they worked at, which didn’t have 
any alarms installed of its own. They swiftly 
unlocked the roller shutters before making their 
entry. I remembered our hearts were racing, 
intoxicated by the adrenaline rushing through our 
veins. It was exhilarating, to say the least, and that 
feeling only got stronger as we got closer to our 
prize. The pair double-checked every register and, 
to our surprise, there was still a hefty sum inside 
each and every one of them. “Ka-ching!” Peter 
would mimic the sound. It felt good, swiping every 
bill and coin into our duffle bag. 
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This, however, was merely an aperitif to the 
main course, as the pair moved over to the safe, 
before Vik proceeded to enter the code. “One, two, 
three..." 

I only now remembered that in order for the lock 
to open, you had to firstly wait for ten minutes after 
entering the code. 

A memory flashed before my eyes of Otto 
stressing the fact that if we messed this part up, the 
police would instantly be notified, and those ten 
minutes were perhaps one of the longest of my life. 
Peter set up an alarm timer. In any case, if we 
screwed up here, we had promised each other not to 
risk anything and to rush out as soon as the timer hit 
zero. 

The countdown was nerve-wracking. The first 
five minutes were not too big of a deal, but every 
second that passed from that point on made our 
hearts thump faster. 


Three 
Two 
One 


The safe didn’t open. “What should we do?” a 
distressed Peter yelped. “Should we run?” 

Out of desperation, Vik gave the safe a soft tug 
out. Lo and behold, it had actually opened. The 
young partners in crime were ecstatic while 
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stripping it of all its contents. Even now, I can still 
remember the duffle bag had gained quite some 
weight, due to us also greedily swiping in all of the 
coins, too. 

“How much is it, you reckon?” young Vik 
wondered aloud. 

“We'll get to count it when we get back,” Peter 
jovially envisioned. 

Sporting grins that went from ear to ear, it was 
time to move out. Peter picked up the duffle bag 
while little Vik made sure to restore everything to 
the way it was when they entered, sans the cash, of 
course. They moved out, locking the rollers behind 
us and rushing towards the exit, straight down from 
Vanderbilt’s. I saw my younger self approaching 
the door, trying to open it. It didn’t budge. 

“What’s the matter?” Peter asked. 

“Tt ... I-—. It won’t open! This is the one, though, 
right?” young Vik quavered in dismay. 

“Take the bag, let me try,” Peter shuddered, 
already assuming the worst. He pulled the door with 
all the strength he had, but to no avail. 

I couldn’t see our expressions clearly, but I do so 
vividly recall what emotions I felt. I was still 
hopeful at the time, expecting that there would still 
be one exit that remained unlocked; however, I 
couldn’t change a memory at will by unlocking one 
of the doors with my mind. Even if I had been able 
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to, what would have been the point? After all, Iam 
only a mere observer. 

No door would grant the sly foxes an exit, 
leaving them trapped like rats instead with no way 
out. “Let’s smash in a window?” Vik suggested, but 
there was nothing sturdy that the pair could find to 
use as an implement, and breaking reinforced glass 
with nothing but their fists was out of the question. 
All they could do now was just sit and wait until 
dawn, exiting through the same way they had 
gained entry. 

There was an uncomfortable silence looming 
over the entire complex. One would normally 
expect some noise in a place of social congregation. 
Of course, it was the middle of the night, but the 
feeling was similar to that of standing in the middle 
of an empty crossroad which is usually busy during 
the day. Your feet don’t belong on that spot, but the 
stance of the moon condones certain actions which 
are otherwise impossible. 

With no alternatives, they went back to their 
hiding spot. Peter spotted a staircase going upwards, 
and hoped that perhaps, somehow, they could make 
it out through up there. As soon as they made it to 
the top, footsteps were heard from below. 
“Surrender yourself now and put your hands in the 
air!” a voice boomed, eclipsed by the loud barking 
of a dog. It was the police; and it immediately 
dawned that they had royally screwed up. The door 
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to the roof didn’t budge either. To the left, however, 
was another door leading to a praying room, which 
was unlocked. 

Although I was baptised in my youth, Peter and I 
were far from religious. I personally couldn’t help 
but think it was some shrewd sense of cosmic irony 
to be arrested in such a place. It would only be a 
matter of time now until the police dog would sniff 
out their location. 

With the marrow rapidly freezing in their spines, 
they awaited their fates while I stood in the corner 
of the room, next to a wooden shelf with Tagiyahs 
and prayer beads. A couple of minutes later, 
footsteps clanged against the steel staircase, 
accompanied by the heavy panting of a dog. From a 
small window above the door, I saw a light growing 
brighter and brighter, which made Vik instinctively 
put his hands into the air. 

The door opened and a flashlight briefly blinded 
the young thieves. I can’t remember the exact words 
the officers shouted as they read us the pair their 
rights, but I do remember how tight the handcuffs 
felt against my wrists. 

Defeated, they were escorted outside by the 
policemen, where a small cortége of police cars 
were waiting, lights on and all. Disappearing into 
separate cars, it would be a little while until the pair 
would see each other again. I managed to hop into 
the seat next to my younger, now criminal self as no 
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one was remotely aware of my presence, including 
my younger self. 

During the trip downtown, I was confounded at 
seeing how calm little Vik was. It had probably not 
all fully sunk in yet. Jt was impossible after all that 
you'd get caught, right? But choice and fate had 
ordained the police station in the distance to be 
reality, not a mirage. 

Having arrived, Vik was led to a barren, grey 
room surrounded by dozens of aluminium shelves 
which probably housed personal belongings of all 
the other residents. 

“Take off your shoes and put all of your 
belongings on the table to your right,” his 
instructions sounded. Vik purposefully didn’t have 
much with him, aside from a pack of Camel lights 
and a disposable phone they had bought for the act. 

After putting everything on the chrome surface, 
he was quickly searched before being escorted 
upstairs. It was rather chilly that December night 
and Vik had nothing but his socks on, as he was 
forced to leave his shoes behind in that room. 

His discomfort was clearly visible as he curled 
his toes each step, mostly walking on the tip of his 
toes like one would on scorching hot beach sand, 
which in fact had frozen over to a tundra. They 
entered another room with some equipment, with 
the only recognisable object being a set of monitors. 
“We'll have to get your fingerprints, make some 
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pictures and also take some of your saliva,” a 
faceless man explained to Vik. 

It didn’t take too long before they were done 
with their routine of data collection, and once they 
were finished, they locked the teen up in a 
miniscule cage. 

“How long will I be held in here?” Vik asked, 
right before the door was about to be shut. 

“We have a right to hold you for seventy-two 
hours. If nothing is settled by then, you’ ll be off to a 
detention centre, but that doesn’t happen often,” his 
warden explained. “Do you have a lawyer, by the 
way?” he added. 

A lawyer? The thought hadn’t even occurred in 
his head at the time. 

“T’m afraid not,” Vik replied. 

“No problem, you'll get one assigned. It’ll only 
be tomorrow, though, since it’s pretty late. Oh, 
there’s a sink on top of the toilet,” the officer briefly 
started to explain. “Flush with the button on the 
wall here. If you need to call one of us, press the 
button above it,” he continued, before saying 
goodnight as he closed the heavy metal door with a 
squeak. 

Here I am again, in this small green cell, 
probably not bigger than thirty square feet. There is 
a concrete bedframe with an equally hard 
rectangular object, which I think is supposed to be a 
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mattress. The only luxury now available to little Vik 
is time. 

My younger self sat down on a bed as hard as 
stone: it truly put the rock in bedrock. He went on to 
drop his head into his hands, as in solitude, 
everything starts to sink in. 

“T told you, you little shit,” I admonished him, 
prompting the young man to look up to me for a 
second before silently dropping back into the same 
position. With a sigh, he laid down and tried to fall 
asleep. It was hard in multiple ways, but the partly 
dimmed ceiling light was without doubt the most 
irritating of them all. Still, he dozed off quite fast. 

What was a second for me, but in fact hours 
later, a loud banging sound woke Vik up. He turned 
to see what had caused it, noticing a small window 
had opened in the door to his cell. 

“Coffee or tea?” a voice asked bluntly. 

“Err, what?” the adolescent replied, only half 
awake. “Do you want coffee. Or. Tea?” the same 
voice replied in mild frustration. 

“Oh, coffee, please,” he replied, to which a small 
plastic plate got shoved through the crevice. 

On it was unsurprisingly a cup of coffee with 
three sachets of sugar and two plain cheese 
sandwiches. “Should’ve taken the tea,” I told my 
younger self, who gave me an angry glare before 
taking a sip from the plastic cup of old coffee. After 
finishing his breakfast, there didn’t seem much to 
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do other than to go back to sleep. He laid back 
down and stared at the ceiling, trying to get back to 
sleep, but the previously dimmed light had now 
been turned on, shining brightly into his face. Paired 
with the coffee and hard mattress, he was left awake 
with his eyes wide open. 


Chapter 19: Hustle Justice 


It’s usually the smallest spaces that give the most 
room to think. This green cell was an exception to 
that rule. Since it was devoid of natural light, he 
was left to guess the time based on his gut, his 
breakfast and the dimming ceiling light in the 
evening. I remember asking the guards for some 
pen and paper, so I could at least write or doodle to 
occupy my mind while they were imprisoning my 
body. I got no pen and paper and had to make do 
with a dated car magazine from 2005. It was better 
than nothing. 

Vik listed the same off-road and sports cars as I 
did. Doing nothing was taxing, and there were 
moments when the cracked, pear-green paint 
seemed to absorb all of the energy like a sponge. 
Similar to how a sponge grows the more water it 
holds, so too did it occasionally feel that the walls 
had started moving in on him, turning the already 
crammed space even tinier. Just as little Vik 
prepared to list through the sportcars & sedans for a 
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seventh time, a loud knock on the door got him 
right up on his feet, before a small panel slid open. 

“Your parents are here to visit you,” the guard 
informed my younger self through the hatch, before 
unlocking the door. 

By the look on Vik’s face alone, I could see that 
he wasn’t ready to face them, and neither was I at 
that point. It was due to a combined mixture of 
shame and fear. Whatever sentence the law would 
deem to give him, he was more afraid of his 
parents’ judgement instead. His eyes watered up in 
trepidation as the guard led him to a small 
compartment on the second floor. The moment he 
stepped inside to see his parents behind their end of 
the screen, he couldn’t help but burst out in tears as 
he sat down in the chair in front of them, while I 
myself found myself seated next to my mother. 

“Vik, what happened? They wouldn’t tell us 
anything but that you were arrested,” his concerned 
mother spoke. 

“We’ve called everywhere, we found out you 
were here when we called the police because you 
were missing and you were not picking up your 
phone.” 

“T don’t know, I-I—” 

“Vik,” I started complacently, yet sternly. 

“Man up. Clean those tears from your face.” 

He adhered to my instruction as he brought his 

hands to his face, using the fabric of his sleeves to 
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wipe away the tears, turning silent after a couple 
more sobs. 

“We ... we tried robbing Vanderbilt’s,” he 
replied softly. A silence briefly dropped after the 
deep exhalations of both his mother and father. 

“Well, I won’t ask you why. Did they at least tell 
you when they will let you go?” I asked, and 
although it felt like reading the lines from a script, I 
played my role the way I should. 

“Tomorrow or the day after, I hope. I don’t know 
much either,” Vik replied. 

“What about a lawyer?” his mother asked him. 

“They told me I’d get one, today.” 

“Just listen to what they have to say, alright?” 

Vik nodded, doing his best to contain his already 
swelling eyes, overwhelmed by shame again. 

“I’m so sorry ...” my younger self admitted. 

“You're an adult, Vik, don’t be sorry. Just act 
like one and stay strong,” I said. 

“Stay strong” was said a couple more times, but I 
remember it weren’t those words that kept on 
ringing through both of our heads. 

When the three of us parted ways, I ended back 
up on the corridor together with Vik, who was being 
escorted back to his cell. 

“T’m sorry, but can I go have a smoke?” he 
asked. It was worth trying, I thought at the time 
especially as having a whiff of fresh air would do 
wonders to clear the head. 
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“Yes, sure, follow me,” the guard replied, much 
to Vik’s surprise, leading him to an area that wasn’t 
too far away from his own cell. Before letting Vik 
pass through, the guard handed him two cigarettes; 
blue Ments. I was surprised at the time that they’d 
hand them out like that, surmising that I’d get to 
smoke the ones that were confiscated from me when 
I had first got there. 

“Use one to light the other and knock the door 
when you are done,” the guard stated, while he lit 
up Vik’s tobacco. He’d have enough with one, but 
two was a decent consolation prize to his missed 
trophy. I followed him out to see a blue sky. Both 
the air and view were a welcome change from the 
grim concrete box; the natural light alone was 
worthwhile. Despite the area being completely 
enclosed, with the walls stretching fifteen feet high 
at the very least before curling inward, there was 
freedom in the air. If it had been possible, I’d have 
smoked until the colour of the sky would’ ve 
reflected that of my lungs, but I could only do so 
once, or twice, considering how you look at it, in 
the morning and evening alike. I could remember 
that even when I didn’t want to smoke, I’d ask for 
one, for the fresh air alone. 

After his smoke break, it was time for his 
interrogation. Vik was caught hot in the act, and 
there was little reason to do anything else other than 
to cooperate with every question they had. I had 
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found out later that Sam and Jeremy had ironically 
also been arrested by that which they had tried to 
warn us about: a patrolling police car, whose 
officers had found it fishy on what a couple 
adolescents could do so late at night on that 
industrial terrain. It explained why we didn’t get 
any call. Otto, too, had been taken in, but those 
specifics were now vague to me. 

Back in his cell at night, Vik had become 
extremely agitated at the dimmed ceiling light. 
Dimmed was only a euphemism, as the bastard was 
very bright, but not as bright as the enjoy-your-tan- 
in-winter bright it was in the morning. Vik picked 
up a magazine and went on to tear the pages out, 
wetting them in the sink only a little bit so as not to 
disintegrate the paper. He was barely able to reach 
the ceiling spotlight by standing on the tip of his 
toes from the concrete bench before he slammed the 
wet paper to the transparent plastic beacon, which 
delightedly managed to stick. Even with a page up 
there, there was still ample light shining through to 
ire the adolescent. “Dickheads, can’t they turn off 
the lights completely?” he hissed, while wetting yet 
the chassis of a Wercedes of another page. It’s not 
as if he hadn’t asked the guards to turn off the lights 
before; they informed him that they simply 
couldn’t. After sticking around five or six more 
pages to the solarium, it had finally become dark 
enough in the cell to get some rest. 
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There was little rest to be had, though, as his 
head was still spinning from everything that had 
occurred. He had realised that his father was right, 
or me, regarding your perspective on it: He had to 
learn something from this. He had to convey 
rectitude; say, “I was wrong.” A simple and 
ungenuine “mea culpa” wouldn’t bring any 
contrition; it would be counterproductive to both 
parties. Everyone can placate their misdemeanour, 
but to truly mean it, to understand the consequences 
of your actions, only comes over time. And I did 
feel regret, with all sincerity, I did. Hearing the 
words of one caught hot in action confess their 
particular crime will indubitably cause doubt, but it 
is paramount that that same seed of doubt is not 
within the one heart of the confessant. They must 
truthfully admit their mistake for the sake of none 
other than themselves, and that way they can learn 
from it. There is no point in anyone lying to 
themselves; they must dissect their error. If they do 
so with the utmost honesty, then they will be able to 
intrepidly stand their case with certainty were they 
ever to be wrongfully accused. Not only will they 
find peace in both mind and soul, but they certainly 
will grow wiser, too. 

Confession does not debilitate, the contrary does. 
In hindsight, I was even rejoiced that I had been 
caught. Knowing myself, and my insatiable 
personality, I would have carried on, controlled by 
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pride and greed. Thirty thousand, that was the 
amount we held in our hands. A tower of cash for 
most ordinary folk, especially that of my adolescent 
self. It was a lot more than quadruple of what I had 
earned as an employee over the years; a bounty of 
30K, with relatively no effort at that. If successful, I 
wouldn’t have halted, oh I most definitely wouldn’t 
have. I would have sleuthed for more, conjuring up 
petty excuses for my moral absence. “They were 
insured, they can avoid to miss the money!” The 
heists would have grown in size, carrying on until 
one fateful day when I would have been caught due 
to increasing recklessness. The longer my greed had 
been allowed to corrupt me, the longer my sentence 
would have been. 

It was all for the better. With little Vik finally 
falling asleep, I noticed the cell door had slightly 
squeezed open. Not one to decline an invitation, I 
stepped through. Frankly, I was not too surprised to 
be back down that same old colourful corridor. I 
took about nine steps to the right, stopping for a 
moment before taking two in reverse. That's a very, 
very peculiar-looking door, 1 thought to myself, as I 
opened it up and walked through. 

“Good afternoon. Calling the case of the State 
versus Mr Augustin, are both sides ready?” 

a voice asked. Looking around the kitsch stands, it 
seemed that I had found myself in a courtroom. 
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“Can the defendant state his name for the court, 
please?” the same voice requested. 

“Viktor Augustin, your honour.” There he was, 
dressed up in a suit for his wedding with the law. 

“The defendant stands accused of grand theft 
against L. Vanderbilt, of a total sum of £26,572. 
The defendant committed this act in cooperation 
with four other individuals, who will each be 
trialled separately. It has been stated that the 
defendant has been cooperative and wishes to plead 
guilty, is that correct?” the judge addressed. 

“Correct, your honour,” Vik responded. 

“Tt has additionally been stated that the victim 
was your former employer, is that also correct?” 

“Yes, your honour.” 

“How does the prosecutor plea?” 

“Considering the facts and the extent in which 
the crime was carried out, it was all very 
methodical. Added to that, the perpetrator stole 
from his own employer, to which he has already 
admitted. Stealing from the hand that feeds you is a 
vile thing to do, and as such, we demand two years 
of imprisonment, with a further four years being 
conditional.” 

“How does the defending party respond?” 

“Viktor is a young man who solemnly regrets the 
path he has chosen,” my attorney spoke. Beyond the 
fact that I knew she was a she, had curled hair and 
worked pro-bono, I couldn’t recall anything more. 
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“He is a bright young man with an equally bright 
future ahead of him,” she proceeded. “A long 
penalty will impede him in pursuing a career, as he 
has expressed a wish to enrol in college after 
finishing his last year of high school. It should also 
be stated that if the misdemeanour was carried out 
just half a year earlier, all of the accused would 
have been trialled as juveniles.” 

“Do you have anything to add, Mr Augustin?” 

“Yes, your honour,” my younger self began his 
plea. “I want to say that I’m sorry for the crime that 
I have committed. I will look back to this moment 
and let it serve as a lesson, so that I may never do 
something as stupid in my life again,” the boy 
articulated his statement resolutely. Not only was I 
surprised to have remembered some strings of court 
dialogue, I also wondered about the words he 
pontificated. His words were carefully selected, and 
his speech was formal. I knew I was earnest on its 
delivery, as I could see myself shaking while doing 
so, but I couldn’t help but think how the formality 
of his plea obfuscated his genuineness. 

There is something peculiar about courts, I must 
say. They dance on the periphery of humanity, 
wiggling objectivity in their delivery towards a 
sentence, yet no sentence in that room was ever 
brought forth without emotion, drama nor theatrics. 
Do those absent of charisma tend to persevere, or is 
that shortcoming covered by an attorney? Even to 
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plead one’s innocence or remorse, you can’t be 
emotionally inert. The absence of casual speaking, 
especially that of Vik’s words, is perhaps a 
technique to cause emotional inertia, but it might 
have muddled the game. 

Now all present pointed their ears out, straining 
to read between his vocal lines. His intonation 
juggled the stilted formality, but the occasional 
tremor and pitch revealed the terrified boy hidden 
inside. But what about crocodile tears, however? I 
guess the verdict between both the sincere and 
ventriloquists of equal standing remains the same. 
It’s all about what happens after, though. Outside 
the courtroom on the streets at daylight. Not the 
minds of those men and women, but their actions 
that follow. Theft remains theft. Manslaughter is 
murder. A mistruth or a lie? That’s up to you. 

“The court hereby rules the defendant as guilty 
of the crime of grand theft ...” the judge spoke 
sternly. J have to admit that, at the time, both my 
heart and eyes jumped at the words being uttered, 

“.. sentencing him to 200 hours of community 
service, and a two-year long conditional sentence. 
Mr Augustin will also be assigned a probation 
officer over the course of a year,” the judge finished 
her conclusion, and with her final word spoken, she 
ushered the court into a contemplative silence. 

There was more to it; I didn’t remember the 
sitting being that short. Not that it really mattered, 
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as I got off quite unscathed both times. It was a slap 
on the wrist, truly. I dread to think of how that 
would’ve ended were I a resident of Russia or the 
US, for instance. I had heard about their draconian 
sentences. I’d probably have been jailed for over 
five years at the very least. It was a blessing; no 
other word does it any justice. Whether you 
attribute that to a factor such as privilege or sheer 
luck, I wasn’t one to take my boon lightly. I knew 
better than to abuse charity — and that’s what our 
law gave me; a chance to correct myself instead of 
taking all away from me, for me to be dumped in a 
hole and crippled for life. Even to the fortuitous it’s 
not a wise thing to test your luck. As for unlucky 
people like me? Don’t bother at all. This was a 
signal; a chance. I couldn’t afford to waste it on 
doing petty crime. The first step to betterment was 
taken by Vik, as his first appointment at the 
rehabilitation office drew artificially nigh, heralded 
by a visit to the foyer of vivid and vibrant doors. 


Act III: Spring 
Chapter 20: Encore, Deux 
As there was no correctional office present in 
Sutherham, I had to travel down to one Brixen by 


public transportation. It was a large city that lay in- 
between my hometown and Cynsetol. I’d often been 
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there, but didn’t stray much from the area around 
the station. While I may have been a distant 
acquaintance to this city, I was no stranger to digital 
maps. The office was a twenty-minute walk from 
the city’s central station, and during those twenty 
minutes I couldn’t help but wonder about those 
couple of days that I had spent in that small cell. I 
could almost swear that I had seen someone in there 
with me: an older version of myself, with a 
disappointed look on his face. I didn’t think it had 
been a hallucination, and even if it had been, I 
wasn’t harrowed by it. The more I pondered on it, 
the more it appeared that he had always been 
around me in some fashion, to the extent that he 
was with me at that very moment. I knew that I 
wasn’t being paranoid, as the sensation felt more as 
if I was being watched over, rather than scrutinised, 
perhaps something akin to a guardian angel. 

I had now arrived at the three-storey building. 
“8C, this should be the one, right?” I thought aloud, 
as I approached the locked door, oblivious to the 
intercom next to it. I looked around for a bit, 
ultimately spotting the little buttoned box: A fitness 
centre, a dentist, and there, my destination. 

I pressed the button, to which a loud buzz 
unlocked the door with a click before I climbed the 
stairs to the top floor. I entered the office; the whole 
decor made me feel as if the building had never left 
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the Seventies with its brown wooden walls, blue 
carpet and dated furniture. 

“Can I help you?” a lady with a prim, platinum 
blonde haircut asked from behind the reception. 

“Yeah, err, I’m here for an appointment with my 
probation officer,” I replied hesitantly. 

“Alright, what’s your name?” she inquired. 

“Viktor, eh ... Augustin,” I clumsily uttered. 

“Thank you, you can sit down,” she said, 
nodding. 

Before I had managed to take a seat in the empty 
waiting room, I was greeted by a young man, who, 
perhaps in his late 20s, had welcomed me from the 
threshold of an office space. 

“Hey, are you Viktor, by any chance?” he asked. 

“Yes, that’s me,” I responded cordially. 

“Good you made it, please come inside. I’m Said 
Rahmani, I'll be your probation officer for the 
coming year,” he introduced himself. 

“Viktor, nice to meet you,” I greeted him 
politely. 

“Just to give you an outlook on how everything 
will work; every two weeks or so, I'll ask you to 
drop by so that we can have a little chat about how 
everything is going. It was your first time, right?” 

“Yeah, and I intend for it to be the last,” I said, 
with an innocuous smile. 

“That’s a good attitude to have,” Said observed, 
chuckling. “So, regarding your community service. 
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You have been sentenced to work two-hundred 
hours. Because you have spent fifty-two hours in 
custody, that means it’ll be subtracted from the total 
sentence.” 

I didn’t mind that at all; that was a quarter of my 
service excused in the blink of an eye. 

“On what days and at what times do I have to 
work?” I asked the probation officer, while 
scratching my scalp through the wool of my grey 
beanie. 

“T was just about to get there,” he responded. 

“Each shift starts at 07:30 in the morning. 
There’s a bus that will pick you up; it leaves at 
exactly that time. It won’t wait for you if you’re late 
and if you don’t make it, that’s a strike. Three 
strikes and you’re out, as they say. I'll be contacted 
when that happens and we might have to escalate 
things to court. We don’t want that to happen, of 
course,” he went on to explain. 

“‘Where’s the bus leaving from, exactly?” 

“From Concerto Plaza, it’s five minutes by foot, 
south of Central Station. It’s right next to a bouquet 
stall.” 

“Just in case,” I wondered aloud, “... what if I’m 
sick or can’t make it due to delays?” 

“Ah right, you’re not from around Brixen, are 
you?” 

“Nope, I’m from Sutherham,” I responded. 
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“Tt’s about twenty minutes away by train, so it 
takes me around thirty or so from home, forty at the 
most,” I explained my situation briefly. 

“In any case, you’ll have to call an hour up front. 
But if there is any delay, message me. Ill give you 
my work number in a bit,” he elucidated. 

“Okay, thanks for telling me,” I said, nodding in 
reply. 

“So, which days would suit you most?” 

“Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, if 
possible,” I replied, as I wasn’t too keen on working 
every day. 

“Alright, got that noted. So, as I told you at the 
start, P’ll be asking you to drop by here every now 
and then. If everything is alright, it’s going to be 
less frequent. My task here is simply to monitor 
whether everything is going okay,” he explained. 

“Ah, I see,” I voiced my understanding. 

“Can you tell me a bit about yourself? Your 
situation and home life and so on?” Said asked. 

“Well, I’m Viktor, 18 years old,” I started off. “I 
don’t think there’s anything really special about me. 
AS goes my situation at home, it’s been quite shit 
since my sister passed away a couple of years ago, 
but it’s getting better,” I disclosed. 

“T’m sorry to hear that, were you close?” Said 
asked attentively, after curving the edges of his lips 
in a display of grievances understood. 
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“She helped me with everything, you know,” I 
answered with a sigh. “My homework, whatever 
silly problem, I could always ask her for help.” It 
had been under four years by now. Still, it felt like it 
was both yesterday and tomorrow, and the next 
decade for that matter. 

“T’m over it, I think,” I lied to both myself and 
him. “Like I said, it’s been a couple of years.” 

“That ... must’ve been tough on all of you,” Said 
sympathised, before letting the silence take hold. 

“Yeah it was ...” I responded, breaking the brief 
pause. “Especially for parents.” I added with a 
cynical whistle. “My mom started drinking. A lot. 
Pops, on the other hand, got mad every time she got 
drunk.” 

“Did they argue a lot?” 

“Yeah, until he had a stroke.” I responded coldly. 

“T’m sorry to hear that, is he doing alright now?” 
he inquired. 

“He’s fine; got back on his feet pretty quickly. 
His temper didn’t get any better, though, but we do 
our best to handle it,” I sighed. 

“So, how is your relationship with your 
parents?” 

“Well ... it was strained at first. All that fighting 
... [just isolated myself and played games in my 
room. Every now and then I’d also receive the ire of 
my pops when I didn’t clean up my room; didn’t go 
to the store. Small things, really,” I replied. 
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“Ts that still the case?” he asked me. 
“Sometimes, yeah, but it’s a lot better. We’ ve 
learned to live through this and it brought us 
together, I think? The fights are a lot less frequent, 
and I’m happy to see that Mom has pretty much quit 
drinking,” I revealed. 

“So, what about your father, then?” 

“About the old man? He’s great. I love him, and 
it’s a damn shame that I forget that when we fight 
sometimes. He can be strict and hella obnoxious. I 
know I am no angel either, else I wouldn’t be here, 
right? But whenever I need him, he’s there for me, 
and I think he always will be,” I answered with 
honesty. 

“Does it get physical — the fights, I mean?” 

“Err ...” I hesitantly started, thinking how to 
answer such a question properly. “Not frequently, 
no. Never with my mother. I think I would snap if 
he did such a thing, especially since he taught me 
never to harm a woman. It was more like ... We’re 
both very stubborn, you see,” I noted. 

“Stubborn? In what sense?” he said, puzzled. 

“Well, when we’d fight, for instance. He’d say 
something, I’d say something. He’d get very close 
and yell in my face. That would more often than not 
piss me off. If I lacked the patience, I would push 
him away, and boy, if I did that, it’d be downhill 
from there. It’s been a while since stuff like that 
happened, thankfully,” I confessed. 
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“Why do you think that’s the case?” he inquired. 

“T don’t know. I learned how to cope with it 
maybe? Perhaps it’s because I got a bit older. I’m 
just happy it doesn’t happen as often,” I admitted. 

“I’m glad to hear things are going better for you 
right now. How about your social life? Do you have 
a lot of friends, or a relationship perhaps?” 

“T’ve got a couple of good friends; enough, I’d 
say. I’ve known most of them since I was a kid.” 

“Were those the ones you committed the crime 
with?” 

“Yeah — aside from two of them, I’d say we’ve 
been good friends,” I replied. 

“What about the others?” Said wondered aloud. 

“T don’t mean to say that I dislike them. I just 
don’t hang out with them enough to say that they 
are ‘good’ friends,” I tried my best to explain. 

“That makes sense. What about a relationship?” 

“A relationship?” I asked, chuckling awkwardly. 
“Nah, not me. I wouldn’t mind meeting a good lass, 
but it’s not as if I’m actively looking for one, if you 
know what I mean,” I added. 

The truth of the matter was that I’d never even 
had a girlfriend before. I’d always found it 
uncomfortable when my friends spoke about their 
recent trophies on their nights out. Knowing I had 
nothing but lies to add to those talks, it maimed and 
marred my masculinity, adding only an obvious and 
see-through story about how I'd lost my virginity 
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when people asked. I’d always felt a pressure, 
because of that. I think some of my friends knew. 
Peter, for instance, would constantly push me to 
pick up a girl whenever we were out drinking. It 
might’ve been his character, but his good intentions 
always made me choke when he tried to be a 
diligent wingman. 

While I might’ve been shy, I wasn’t exactly 
awkward. Paired with my bruised confidence, 
however, it was never a success in those pubs. 
Despite that, without pressure and noise present, a 
vis-a-vis chat usually panned out fine, but when 
does that actually happen? It’s the only way I’d 
ever gotten to kiss a couple of girls over my life, 
much to my delight, of course. I even bragged about 
that first feat back when I was 14. How quickly that 
table turned. I had a hundred excuses ready 
whenever such a talk arose again. The one I 
believed most at this point in time was the one I 
only reserved for myself; that I yearned for 
something wholesome, not some forgettable 
experience which would only serve as a boast to my 
pals over the pool table. There seemed to be only 
reprimands in modern-day youthful romance, and 
perhaps even in adult relationships; castigated by 
something deemed as un-masculine. I would have 
liked to have seen my solution to my social ordeal 
as a masculine one, but it only remained such as I 
harboured it by myself and on my own — like a 
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bluebird, as a famous person once put it ever so 
gently. 

“T get that. If it comes, it comes, right?” 

“Yeah, exactly,” I replied, nodding. 

“So, what are you currently doing, do you have a 
job?” he continued to ask me. 

“You see, I just lost my job not too long ago,” I 
responded, not too successful in trying to contain a 
couple of hearty chuckles. 

“Ah, right — I forgot about that,” he smiled, 
laughing along. “Well, it’s a good thing it’s summer 
break, right?” 

“Yeah, hopefully I can finish all of this up before 
the end of it,” I concurred. 

“What are your plans after?” 

“T’ve enrolled at the St Elias in Hircester, starting 
this coming September,” I told him. 

“Oh, I’m happy to hear that, what course?” 

“International relations.” 

“That’s good news, so you’ve already been 
accepted, then?” an enthusiastic Said asked. 

“Yeah, I applied sometime around May, and I 
believe it was two days ago that I got accepted.” 

“That’s good! It looks like you’ve got the 
beginnings of a decent future mapped out ahead of 
you,” he replied cheerfully. 

“Well, I certainly hope so,” 

“Let’s wrap it up for today then. Does two weeks 
from now on a Thursday suit you?” Said suggested. 
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“No problem. Same time, right?” I asked, as I 
stood, ready to leave. 

“Yes. Hey, one more thing before you go — I’m 
happy that you were so open with me today, Viktor, 
not everyone is like that,” he disclosed 
appreciatively. 

“Well, you’re here to help me, right?” 

As I stepped out onto the pavement outside, it 
concluded the start of my rehabilitation into society 
as a productive member-to-be. Before I even knew 
it, I had found myself with a shovel in hand and 
wearing an orange fluorescent safety jacket. One 
day I was bound doing some menial tasks, such as 
weeding out street tiles, collecting trash somewhere 
public or trimming bushes and trees in parks and 
graveyards. Even when the rain poured down in 
vast amounts and both water and mud would crawl 
into the sides of my boots, I didn’t complain. I 
didn’t even mind at all. Unlike the yellow-red halls 
of Vanderbilt that made me nauseous, I remained 
focused on finishing everything as quickly as I 
could, with no objection. 

During my hundred or so hours of ‘volunteer 
work’, I often thought about a voice that tried to 
warn me, that had told me it was a stupid idea to rob 
Vanderbilt’s. If only I had listened to it during that 
game of poker at Otto’s. If only I had listened to my 
own voice of reason every now and then, but I was 
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too stubborn to listen to anyone. Ah well, nothing I 
can do about it now, I thought. 

I met some peculiar people while carrying out 
my sentence: from those who drove while under the 
influence, those charged with assault, a couple of 
regulars, you name it. Almost all of them had 
looked surprised when I’d told them what crime I 
had been caught for. At one time, I was approached 
by one of my temporary colleagues, who was 
carrying out his last forty or fifty hours. 

“Hey, Vik bruv, I know you a swole lad and that, 
wanna earn some quick bangers?” the young 20- 
odd-year-old asked me, trying not to be overheard 
by our supervisors. 

“T don’t know man, quick cash got me here.” 

“T feel you brother, I feel you. Take my word, 
yeah? This type will get you out and quids in, you 
feel me,” he said, as he made a whipping motion 
with his index finger, doing his best to convince me 
to participate in his little racket. 

I heard him out while he went into detail 
regarding his scheme, talking about fake money. 
“Just like the real deal from them banks, can’t tell 
none apart, like my nieces. Twins fam — real twins,” 
he continued. 

The plan was to go to online markets and buy 
whatever stuff with it. Gaming consoles, 
televisions, you name it, before selling it all again. 
It sounded easy and not even that risky, but I had 
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already made my vows. I feigned interest as in 
reality I had no intention of getting into any more 
trouble, but I wouldn’t have snitched on the guy, 
either. I couldn’t help but wonder on how many 
offers I would have got like that if I’d actually been 
imprisoned. J guess there’s a reason why a majority 
of people that get incarcerated become regulars, 1 
thought; there were even some of those helpless 
people right here. All the contacts you make, even 
the friendships you establish, it must contribute to 
that institutionalisation; the chains that drag you 
back in. 

Before I knew it, I had ticked off all the hundred 
or so hours of my community service with no real 
issues, aside from a single strike, as on one Monday 
my alarm had decided it was a good day to not go 
off. I might’ve slept through it, actually. 

Luckily, I didn’t get too much flak for it and Said 
eventually scheduled the appointments to be held 
once every month. 

“Things look good and I’ve only heard positive 
feedback. I don’t think there’s much to talk about, 
so unless you want otherwise, we can have our 
appointments once a month from now on,” he’d say. 
The frequency wouldn’t benefit either of us. After 
all, I was a proud freshman now that the month of 
September had arrived. 

Instead of a ten-minute bike trip to my high 
school, I commuted three hours in total to get my 
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academic digest, as I was still sleuthing around for a 
room to rent that wouldn’t be too far from campus. 
I’d have preferred not to have to travel as much, but 
unfortunately the only faculties were in either 
Ridgedale or Hircester. As to why I picked 
Hircester’s St Elias over Ridgedale’s Royal 
University, it was because I preferred to throw 
myself under the same train I was currently 
occupying rather than to trek the five to six hours it 
took in total on a daily basis were I to go to 
Ridgedale. If the housing market hadn’t been so 
royally fucked, it might’ve been different, but so 
long as you had to pay £700 a month for a glorified 
shoebox, it was out of the question. They’d 
probably have charged around the same for that cell 
I was keeping occupied at the start of that year. 
“Comfortable studio with multifunctional modern 
furniture — £750.” I think they can sell anything 
these days and make you feel good about it, too. 

I had still remained eager for my own shoebox in 
Hircester, however. Up until that day hopefully 
arrived, I was to be overwhelmed by all the novelty 
surrounding me. All was new; the metropolitan 
environment, the movement and business of city life 
and even the people, as all of my friends went to 
study up north in Cynsetol. 

The large, modern campus complex of St Elias 
had managed to intimidate me for the first couple of 
weeks; its daunting auditoriums, easily housing a 
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couple of hundred individuals each, made the 
classrooms of my high school pale in comparison. 
The sheer size of the compound alone, despite the 
fact that only a fraction of it was used by my 
faculty, caused some confusion. “Where is room 
1.44?” IT asked anyone walking around, thinking I’d 
finally master the topography with the answer 
given. “Oh, you mean to say that this is A3.29, but 
my seminar is supposed to be in FW3.29, which is 
in another building? Splendid!” I’d say in embrace 
to yet another discovery I had just made that 
Thursday morning. 

After the first weeks had passed, those early 
college jitters turned out to be for naught. I 
managed to get along with my new classmates quite 
well, although there wasn’t exactly any profundity 
to it. Together with five others, I was the only guy 
in a class of about thirty. I managed to get along 
well with Michael, a tall and whimsical blond- 
haired lad about a year older than myself. He 
invited me over to join a house party that coming 
Friday evening. 

I’d entered to blasting music and a colourful 
banner at the entrance, tangled alongside a wrapped 
and ecstatic jubilee crowd that was celebrating an 
anniversary. No one had their birthdays and 
certainly not a decade or five to hold in revelry. 
Thus, every week or so, they’d celebrate as if they’d 
become 50 years of age. The play was not one- 
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sided, as the subsequent days they’d act out the 
ailments that come alongside a senior age, or 
hangovers as per vernacular. Only wisdom 
remained absent from that caricature of adulthood. 
Needless to say, these parties were a step up from 
the ones I’d been to at high school, where only a 
dozen or so people were lounging around with an 
occasional alcoholic beverage, bought by either 
their elder siblings or friends. 

With unfamiliar faces all around, drinks had 
flown like a river past the shores of games and 
conversation. It all added to the jovial and 
gregarious atmosphere that was present throughout. 
After a brief introduction and some chatting 
followed left and centre, my eyes had fallen upon a 
small group of people as I’d stepped outside for a 
quick smoke. 

They'd all stood like a vertical jalousie, but 
throughout I saw something; someone so 
indescribably beautiful that the ash at the end of my 
freshly dragged cigarette would feel like ice 
compared to my infatuated heart. Just like that: 
spontaneous combustion. I couldn’t take my eyes 
off her. Even the moon could not, as it charmingly 
reflected its early crescent light off of the ends of 
her long umber hair. The shape of her carefully 
sculptured face with its prominent cheekbones 
roused me, and as I continued gawking at her 
slender figure, I wondered how soft the caress from 
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her fair and delicate skin must feel like: I had been 
instantly bewitched by her charm. 

Go on then, you muppet, talk to her! A voice had 
urged me from inside. I wanted to, but there was so 
much that could go wrong, right? 

“But what if ...” I had said under my breath. 

What if you’re a clown? Who cares! Go! It 
encouraged me. Why am I walking towards her? 
Stop, I need one more moment! My heart was 
palpitating like mad as I approached her. Each step 
taken, my heart rate increased even further and 
beyond. Would I die of cardiac arrest before I got 
close enough to see her eyes? 

Almost, as my heart had felt like it stopped for a 
second as I’d dreamily glimpsed her wondrous 
irises. If they were to look at me now, I would turn 
to stone. But I didn’t, as my pulsating heartbeat 
would’ve effortlessly crumbled any rock but for the 
diamonds that were her eyes. 

“Hey, uhm ...’ I had awkwardly tried getting her 
attention. Her passive and gentle eyes didn’t petrify; 
they instead melted me like ice to the sun in July. It 
loosened me up; making me confident for whatever 
reason. 

“You having fun?” I asked. J know. It wasn’t the 
best way to break the ice, and neither did I really 
have a plan B in mind, but I tried. Even a basic 
approach was better than none at all. 
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“T’m a bit bored really, how about yourself?” 
she said, still radiating her warmth. 

“Same, but it’s always fun getting to know 
people.” I responded. 

“T guess. My friend and I are going to the pub 
soon, do you want to join us?” she asked. 

“T’d love to. Who is your friend, then?” I asked 
her, as I held my fingers crossed; just don’t it be her 
boyfriend, please! 

“Kate!” she shouted, causing me to internally 
cheer with a parade and fanfare. “Kate!” she yelled 
again, beckoning with her hands. Immediately after, 
a short blonde girl ran up. For some reason she 
reminded me of a warm summer morning, as the 
thin locks running from her round face were like 
rays of sunshine, and her azure-blue eyes reminded 
me of a clear sky from under which morning birds 
would sing their ebullient song. “Hiya, ’Ness, 
what’s up?” she cheerfully chirped like a chaffinch. 

“You wanna go now?” Vanessa asked her friend. 

“Oh yeah, sure. I’m Kate, by the way!” she 
heartily introduced herself to me. 

“Viktor, nice to meet you, both of you,” I 
responded, completely forgetting I had already 
introduced myself. 

“So, Kate. And Vanessa, right?” I asked, making 
sure so that I wouldn’t catastrophically be bending 
my conversation around in a polite way due to 
forgetting their names. 
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“Yep!” a cheerful Vanessa replied. “And you 
were ... Oh, I’m so bad with names ... Vi- Viktor!” 
she said, before I had chance to jump in and prompt 
her. 

“You studying at St Elias by any chance?” I 
asked, as we were on our way to the other party. I 
didn’t really know what else to say, but I was 
anxious of allowing any awkward silences in. 

“International law, here at Hircester, actually.” 

“Really? I just started my first year on 
International relations!” 

“You're kidding?” she said, as she excitedly 
looked at me. ““That’s so nice! Kate and I are 
exchange students!” she continued. 

“Wow, really? Where from?” I inquired. 

“Canada. We’ll be here until mid-March.” 

“You just got here then?” 

“Yeah, it’s my third week here now. Kate got 
here earlier. I adore the place.” 

“Nice! I?ll make sure to show you guys around. 
We can go to Cynsetol, there’s plenty to do there.” 
“What about transportation? When I got here 

from the airport, it was pretty expensive.” 

“Well, I can travel for next to nothing. It helps 
being a national citizen and all.” I smirked. 

“That doesn’t concern me, though!” 

“Well, there’s two ways we can solve that 
problem,” I responded suggestively. 


Page | 269 


“And how’s that?” she wondered with a curious 
look and smile alike. 

“Well, the first one is to not pay and put on an 
accent and play dumb when they ask you for your 
ticket,” I stated, half-jokingly. 

“That doesn’t actually work, does it?” Vanessa 
replied, dismissively. 

“Well, I’m half-Ukrainian, so Ican put ona 
mean Slavic voice and get away with it. If you’ll let 
me teach you, I’m sure no one will bother you,” I 
quipped, as I mimicked the accent. 

“Alright, I think I’ll pass on that one,” she said, 
laughing, while briefly closing her eyes like two 
crescent moons draping down. “What about option 
number two?” 

“You get around a forty per cent discount if you 
travel with me,” I responded. 

“T think that’s a better alternative,” she remarked 
with a smile. 

After a short walk, the three of us arrived at 
Hircester’s nightlife street, teeming with various 
venues, and I followed them inside one. 

“T think I'll leave you guys to it,” Kate noted, as 
she prepared to walk away after turning in her coat. 
“Sure, you don’t want a drink first?” I offered. 

“Can’t say no to that!” she chirped in response. 

“Do Sambucas sound alright?” I asked, to which 
both approvingly nodded. 
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“T’ll be back in a second then,” I said, as I rushed 
off to the bar to get our round of drinks. After a 
hearty toast to newfound acquaintances, Kate 
wandered off to a couple of friends that were 
already inside the pub. Even though having a 
normal conversation was practically impossible 
over the loud music, we still somehow managed to 
get our points across. 

I don’t think I’d ever enjoyed being at the pub as 
much as I did in that moment. We drank to our 
heart’s content, and before even realising it, it was 
already late into the night. 

“Oh shit!” I exclaimed, after checking my phone. 

“What’s the matter?” Vanessa asked, as my 
sudden shock took her by surprise. 

“Tt’s 02:10,” I told her, running my hand through 
my hair in frustration. 

“Why’s that an issue? This place closes down 
around three, doesn’t it?” 

“T don’t know, but my last train home leaves in 
ten minutes!” I explained to her. 

“What if you go right now?” 

“No chance; even if I ran without my stuff, it’d 
take around fifteen minutes from here to make it to 
the station.” 

“When’s the first one going?” 

“Around seven in the morning, since it’s the 
weekend,” I sighed, as I put my phone away. 

“So, what now?” 
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“T don’t know ... Think I can crash at your place 
until the morning? Ill sleep on the couch, I don’t 
mind where,” I awkwardly asked her, not wanting 
to come across in the wrong way. 

She looked at me as if I had some ulterior 
motive. I couldn’t blame her for that, though. “Well 
... She drawled, as she tilted her head. 

“T promise I won’t do anything. I’ll crash on the 
floor if I have to,” I tried persuading her. 

“Alright, but only this one time,” she proffered. 

We moved back to her apartment, a small studio 
which was just around the corner from the party 
where we had initially met. 

“I’m going to take a quick shower. Don’t try 
anything funny, alright?” Vanessa wheedled. 

“T promised not to, so don’t worry,” I replied 
earnestly, as I explored the small studio. There 
wasn’t too much to see, though; some of her clothes 
were lying around in addition to some personal stuff 
like a picture of her and what seemed to be her dog. 
There unfortunately wasn’t any couch, so I prepared 
myself for probably having to crash on the floor. I 
walked up to the window to check out the view, 
which presented a nice picture of the city boulevard. 
At least the carpet is soft, | thought, as I took off my 
jacket, making a makeshift bed. 

Vanessa stepped out of the shower and burst into 
laughter. “What’re you doing?’ she laughed at me. 

“Well, you didn’t really have a couch, so ...” 
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“You can sleep on the bed with me, but you have 
to go and have a shower first, alright?” she urged. 

“Really ...? Thanks!” I blurted, appreciating her 
courtesy. 

“Just no tricks, okay?” she intoned, with a smile 
on her face. 

After a quick shower, I laid down next to her. 
Perhaps I was too timid, but I didn’t want to step on 
her hospitality. I sure as hell wanted to mingle 
around, but I didn’t want to risk anything by 
seeming overly needy and insincere, like as if I had 
actually plotted to miss my last train home on 
purpose. We didn’t really have any intention to 
sleep either, so we talked about anything, causerie 
to some household philosophy; little facts and silly 
jokes. We talked for hours on end, and all the while 
I couldn’t stop thinking, Where the hell have you 
been my entire life? It had all happened by accident, 
really. The best things in life do seem to happen by 
causality. Teen love or an actual adult romance, I 
had long looked for it, and it had eluded me for 
what had felt like forever. But even when I’d looked 
for it, I hadn’t known what to search for. I 
remembered my mother once telling me a silly 
proverb: “It’s hard to look for a black cat in a pitch- 
black room, especially if the cat is not there.” He 
was called Confucius for a reason, and right up until 
then I’d never understood the saying, thinking it to 
be gibberish. Now I knew that as I'd left the dark 
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room, giving up on the search, I’d find the black 
cat, who was more umber than she was black. 


Chapter 21: Nocturnal, Eternal 


On my way home and in the days that followed, she 
wouldn’t leave my mind. Even during seminars, I 
was either texting her or absent-mindedly 
daydreaming. 

“Vik, you alright?” Michael asked, while giving 
me a strange look. 

“Huh? Yeah, what’s up?” I responded, 
distracted. 

“You spaced out so much I thought you were 
about to drool,” Mike grimaced impishly. 

“That’s ’cause this class is making me brain- 
dead,” I joked in return. 

“Ah, about being brain-dead, that party last 
Friday sucked ass,” Michael grumbled. 

“Really? I enjoyed myself,” I admitted, with my 
infatuated head still in the skies. Michael glanced 
away for a second, before turning back to me again. 

“Are you into techno, by the way?” he asked. I 
scratched my head: the only way I knew the genre 
was through Peter, and ever since he’d left to study 
on the other side of the country, I hadn’t been in 
touch with him all that much anymore. As such, I’d 
stopped listening to techno, despite the fact that I 
genuinely enjoyed the music. 
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“T sometimes listen to it, why?” I replied, 
wondering about the nature of his random question. 

“There’s a sick rave going on in Helmshore this 
Saturday. You should come,” he keenly insisted. 

“Helmshore?” I responded, jarred. “Isn’t that like 
three hours from here?” 

“Give or take, yeah,” he confirmed. “We can 
probably crash at a mate’s there afterwards.” 

“What time’s it on till?” I asked, expressing 
genuine interest towards the offer. 

“Seven in the morning, I think,” he guessed. I 
hadn’t expected it to be going on right until the 
morning, but at least the public transport wouldn’t 
be dormant by then. 

“Count me in. I hope the tickets aren’t too 
expensive?” I probed. 

“Nice! They’re only a tenner, not too bad,” he 
replied, before making an odd gesture with his 
hands. “Need I bring the esteemed gentleman any 
gear of outstanding quality?” Michael enquired, 
while putting on an overly posh accent. 

“Gear?” I puzzled, expressing my unfamiliarity 
with the term through a frown. 

“Drugs,” he said, almost too loudly, realising so 
as he furtively looked around our thankfully 
inattentive classmates. “I’ve got some really good 
pills, mate.” 

“T don’t know man, never done any in my life.” 

“IT mean, you don’t have to if you don’t want to.” 
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“Nah, I’m down with trying. What’s it like?” I 
curiously inquired. 

“Oh, it’s top stuff, my friend! You feel really 
energetic and happy, all around.” 

“Well, count me in then,” I replied. 

“Solid mate, solid,” Michael exclaimed with a 
sly grin that quickly turned sour once he spotted the 
dissatisfied professor’s glare, which instructed us to 
kindly shut up. 

The railroad to Helmshore was as slow as the 
delayed train. From towering skyscrapers to pens 
and pastures, passengers in the cabin dwindled 
away until there was but one left: a senior lady 
named Alice, which I assumed to be her name, as 
that’s what the man next to her called her when he 
bid her farewell with a kiss on the cheek. The next 
stop was about twenty miles away. Then the stop at 
Ripley, then Kincardine and Munro Lake. She was 
in luck, as the previous delay had not impeded her 
to arrive on time, and when mine arrived, the rural 
calm and low-hanging sun had traded for a murky 
evening sky that glittered with the many lights of 
Helmshore’s high-rise. 

On the evening itself, Mike introduced me to his 
friend, Jerry, a tall and shady-looking bloke. 
Conceivably, it was his clothing that gave me that 
impression of him, as the hoodie that covered his 
hair cast a shadow over his thin eyebrows, which 
rested above eyes that seemed as if they were 
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always on the lookout. Then there was his hooked 
nose, which ingrained the image of a wary eagle in 
my mind. His deep voice, on the other hand, was 
more disarming than malign. I didn’t know what to 
think about him, and my first impression, to put it 
concisely, was shady. Nevertheless, I held no 
prejudice towards Jerry nor the two little red pills he 
gave me, which had a Mickey Mouse logo pressed 
on them. 4-Fluoroamphetamine, 4FMP* for short. 
The substance was something fresh on the market 
and became extremely popular under the guise of 
*XTC-light’. 

“Take one when we get in, and the second one 
around three o’clock, alright?” he instructed, hiding 
his pharmaceutical wares in his own underwear. 

I followed suit and put mine in my boxers, too. 

We took our place in-between the metal rails that 
dictated the queuing process. All these young 
people, like us, aching to proceed with their 
delightful debauchery, flowing into this factory 
building. I have to admit that I was anxious while 
waiting. What if they find the pills? 

“Got a headache, mate?” Mike jested, noticing 
me being slightly anxious. 

“Yeah, good thing Jerry gave me some 
Ibuprofen,” I joked in response. 


8 During its heyday, 4-FMP was considered a safer, better 
alternative to XTC until adverse effects such as the risk of 
permanent brain damage and lesions were proven. 
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“Then you ain’t got a thing to worry about,” he 
comforted me, but I got more anxious regardless the 
nearer we got to the entrance. I had the thought 
concealed like my two red edibles, but what if I lost 
the junk that I’d put near my junk? I obviously 
couldn’t stick my hand in there and fondle around 
in public, so all I could do was wait it out and hope 
they hadn’t fallen out by accident. It turned out I 
was worried for nothing, as we passed the bouncers 
without a hitch. We put our belongings in a locker 
prior to rushing to the toilets to retrieve our edibles, 
which were still there. 

Entering an empty stall, I happily picked out the 
small zip-bag, taking out a single pill before putting 
it into my left pocket. There was no reason to hide it 
in my trousers from this point on, as we'd already 
passed the bouncers. I put the wonder-pill in my 
mouth before I flushed the toilet, just to give off the 
impression that I was in the cubicle for your 
standard purpose, before I moved over to the sink, 
so that I could take a sip of water to swallow the 
bitter pill I had in my mouth, with Michael and 
Jerry joining me at the sink soon after. 

“How’s supper?” Jerry asked, with a smug grin 
on his face. 

“Sour, but I can’t wait for dessert,” I said with a 
smile, already ecstatic about the prospect of feeling 
its effects. 
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“Tt’ll be served in forty minutes, so relax and 
wait for your sugar rush, alright?” 

Heading out to the main stage, I impatiently 
waited for the effects to take hold, awkwardly 
standing around as I was no dancer. After about half 
an hour, I began to feel a tingling euphoria set in. It 
felt as if someone had told me the best news I could 
possibly have heard: I already felt grand, and it was 
starting to feel even better. The music began to 
whip me with the repetition of her percussion, 
aggressive baselines beat my eardrums in unholy 
conjunction with the pulse of my own racing heart: 
140 BPM. It called me to move to the fleeting 
melody alongside a sweaty public entranced in 
subtle darkness. Just move, move how your body 
tells you to, I felt my body urging me, before it 
pushed me to move on its own. Vent your 
frustrations through your feet and grab on to the 
current of the sound waves with both of your hands. 
As long as you abide by her rhythm, she shall abide 
by you. Lift your feet from the ground as the hairs 
on your neck stand upright. Slam your soles back 
against the ground, two times on the left and two on 
the right. Feel the passion of the electric march and 
experience catharsis. 

What can I say? I was sold on this terpsichorean 
sensation. No description does it a service. Hitherto 
I was a child of the sun, but henceforth I courted the 
moon with great delight. 
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Before that day, I had always been reluctant 
about going out. I hadn’t been too keen on talking 
to strangers nor on picking up girls, and I’m still 
shocked on how I managed to get Vanessa’s phone 
number last week. This place, however, was the 
complete opposite of your local pub. I danced my 
heart out there, in that bass-filled auditorium; it all 
revolved around listening instead of talking. Not to 
the words of people, but to the sound itself. And I 
wanted to listen to it, every weekend, feeling the 
same way I did at this very moment. Even the 
audience around me were a unique folk with a style 
of their own; open, loving and friendly, despite all 
being dressed in black, the colour you’d wear to a 
burial, and I understood why as the synths in the 
music proclaimed a eulogy of all our frustrations. 

Everyone was enjoying their night out, vacant 
of conflict and commotion; a welcome change to 
the alcohol-fuelled venues where two fights would 
break out every evening at the very least with some 
commercial headache-inducer being played in the 
background for the sixth time that evening. Pop 
music, as it’s called. I was never fond of it, but now 
I realised that Pop isn’t an acronym for popular, but 
rather for the sound your skull makes when you’re 
listening to it, especially after you hear it for the 
sixth time in the span of a couple of hours. 
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Another revelation came that not every night 
ends with the club doors closing, as it turned out an 
evening can often gain a second wind. 

“Wanna tag along for an afterparty at Freddy’s?” 
Michael asked, while we gathered a small group 
together to continue the debauchery in private. I 
didn’t know who the hell Freddy was, but I didn’t 
much care, either. Ending up at his place with more 
unfamiliar faces, I got introduced to Frederick, or 
Freddy for short. He was an easy-going fellow, and 
you could tell that from a single glance at his round 
face. From his toffee-coloured curls to his dark, 
friendly eyes, even his low cheekbones cooperated 
with his thick lips in a manner that radiated genuine 
friendliness. After showing me to the living room, 
he would in turn introduce me to equally unfamiliar 
substances: Ketamine, 2C-B, you name it. 

“Nice place you got here,” I commented, as I 
took a look around his condo. It must’ve cost a 
small fortune, and was in a completely different 
league than anything I could afford. There were two 
large bow windows, each accompanied by velvet 
curtains that had a similar shade to the aquamarine 
rug that decorated the dark, smoked laminated floor, 
on which an octagonal lounge table lay positioned 
perfectly in the centre. Its white frosted glass 
reflected the rings of a modern, circled chandelier 
above. Surrounding that same table were two white 
chaise chairs at opposite ends, while one side had a 
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long, onyx-black camelback couch, on which I sat 
down. Like the curtains, it was velvet, and I 
presumed the chaise longues were, too. This huge 
space alone was half his living room. 

“Thanks,” he responded, while the thick fur of 
his eyebrows curled innocuously like his mouth. “It 
looks even better with these puppies here,” he 
grinned, before presenting me something that 
looked like postage stamps. 

“What are those?” I puzzled, observing whatever 
it was he held in his left palm. 

“Acid, you want some?” the cheerful fellow 
offered gallantly. 

“You mean LSD?” I guessed. 

“Well, definitely not battery acid,” he quipped. 

I have to admit that I was anxious about 
psychedelics in particular. Everyone must have 
heard about LSD at least once in their life, and a 
majority of those people probably heard some story 
about experiences on this drug potentially going 
awfully awry. Curiosity, however, drugged the cat. 
So, why not? I thought, before nodding. 

“Sure thing, how much you want for it?” 

“Tt’s on the house, bud.” He smiled, giving me 
the small postage stamp the size of a fingernail. Js 
this really LSD? I thought to myself, unsure what to 
do with it. 

“First time?” he mused. 

“Yup ...” L admitted, nervously. 
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“Ah, stick it on your tongue and leave it there for 
a couple of minutes,” he instructed, after which I 
put the stamp on my tongue. 

“Tastes like fucking cardboard,” I commented on 
the odd texture, squinting my eyes. 

“Hah, and it shouldn’t be any other way,” 
Frederick chuckled. “Now keep it there, alright?” 

“Did you just give Vik acid, mate?” Michael 
chimed in, after he saw me put the stamp on my 
tongue, his voice bearing concern. 

“Calm down, you tosser, you can have one, too,” 
Frederick replied, handing over another stamp. 

“Cheers, bruv, but you know it’s his first time, 
right?” Michael stated. 

“He told me his mental cherry hasn’t been 
popped yet, yeah,” Frederick affirmed. 

“In general, mate,” Michael pointed out. “It’s his 
first time ever doing drugs.” 

“Really?” Frederick exclaimed, as he looked at 
me. “What a lad!” He patted me on the back while 
sporting a grin from ear to ear. 

“Am ... am I going to be alright?” I quavered, 
feeling mildly unsettled by Mike’s apprehensive 
intonation. 

“Yeah, no worries, Postman Pat here will have 
your delivery to Mars sorted,” Michael intoned 
sarcastically. “TI just think it’s a lot to take in for 
your first night,” he went on. 


Page | 283 


“Stop scaring the bloke, Mikey,” Frederick 
admonished, shaking his head. 

“IT won’t go bad, right?” I fretted, with open eyes. 

“Bad? You’re gonna have a great time, pal!” 

“You sure?” I checked pensively. 

“Tt’s not too late to spit it out if you don’t want to 
do it,” Mike suggested, after which Frederick turned 
towards him and shook his head. 

“Look what you’re doing to the lad, Mikey, he’s 
getting all jittery,” he said, turning to a mildly 
unnerved me, but not before Michael had told him 
to sod off. 

“How you feeling right now, bud?” Freddy 
asked. 

“Fine, I guess?” I responded hesitantly. 

“Great, then you’re not going bad, easy as that. 
You’re the one who decides, chief,” he elaborated. 

“Yeah, but what if it changes later on?” 

“Then we’ll go for a little stroll and walk it off,” 
Michael sighed. “No biggie.” 

“Will that really help?” 

“Don’t worry. I got Benzos lying around in any 
case, so you’ ll turn out fine,” Frederick answered. 
“Just don’t think about it too much, but if you’re 
really concerned, you can still spit it out like Mikey 
here said.” 

“Nah, I’m in for the ride, and I don’t want to 
make a mess of your carpet,” I responded. 
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“Hah, attaboy!” Freddy laughed, before turning 
back to Michael again. “Why can’t you be as well- 
mannered as your pal?” he remarked. 

“Yeah, fuck off already,” Michael sassed. 

“Hey, no cursing in this house, that’s a penny in 
the jar, you cunt!” 

“My apologies, Sir Frederick,” Mike responded 
with an overly posh accent. “Please forgive me for 
my uncouth behaviour, but I would have to beseech 
you to add a sterling yourself, to substitute for your 
own recent profane slur of the female genitalia,” he 
continued, spurring Freddy into a contemplative 
state. 

“Hmm, seeing that we only have one witness to 
this unfortunate incident, perhaps we should leave 
the verdict to him,” Frederick replied, equally 
poshly, before turning to me. 

“Ah, I most definitely concur,” Michael added. 

“Well, Sir Viktor?” Frederick asked, with his 
hands tucked behind his back. 

“Gentlemen,” I started sternly, waving my finger 
in the air. “After carefully having observed both 
incident and environment, it has come to my 
immediate attention that every jarhead within our 
proximity already has their orifices filled, which is a 
detriment to the deposit of your penalty fees. As 
such, I see no other reason but to pardon both 
esteemed esquires of their misdemeanours.” I 
mimicked their posh articulation, before the pair 
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gave me a look of bewilderment, bursting out in 
laughter. 


“Oh god, where did you find this one, Mike?” 
Frederick snickered, in tears. 

“T told you, he’s a classmate,” Michael said. 

“Well, he got class, mate,” Freddy chuckled. 

“Vik, tell him to shut up if you get tired of his 
puns,” Michael sighed, shaking his head. 

“That wouldn’t be too classy of me,” I replied. 

“Yeah, I'll leave you two clowns at it,” Michael 
nagged, before heading off towards Jerry. 

“Can you close the curtains while you’re at it?” 
Frederick asked. “It’s getting too bright.” And with 
his request I noticed that the light had become 
brighter and crisper. After Mike had closed the 
curtains, I arched my head towards the ceiling and 
was starting to notice some abnormalities by now. It 
began by me seeing a crack in the paint; I was now 
able to see it in more detail. Slowly but surely, it 
sailed on to look as if the whole room was 
breathing, and before long, everything did. Deep 
inhalations with long exhalations, patterns that 
bloated and overflowed, as if all were a living 
ocean. It didn’t only extend to the objects in the 
room, as at one point, all of us would zealously and 
eloquently ratiocinate about the most intricate and 
convoluted subjects, until abruptly ebbing into 
conversations where we grunted like troglodytes 
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and cavemen, while miraculously getting our points 
across nevertheless, as if nothing had changed in 
our levels of articulation. 

From the corner of my eye, I could spot the 
silhouette of another person. All five of us were 
either lying down or sitting. Am I hallucinating the 
presence of a sixth person? I looked back at the 
figure to confirm my suspicions. He leaned against 
the wall, seemingly minding his own business. I 
took a closer look; his distinct jawline and 
cheekbones reminded me of someone. I squinted 
my eyes in an attempt to see better. Does he look 
like ... me? At least now I know that I’m 
hallucinating. 

“What are you seeing?” asked a giggling, curly 
haired girl whose name I’ve quite frankly already 
forgotten. 

“T think ... I’m seeing myself over there?” I 
guessed with a laugh, while I pointed towards the 
figure. He seemed to have heard my words, as he 
turned his head to face me before smiling towards 
my direction. 

“Are you seeing yourself now, mate?” Mike 
asked, as the figure moved towards the front door of 
the apartment, making to leave. 

“Yeah, it seems like he’s leaving,” I observed 
aloud. 

“Wait, why are you leaving?” Frederick asked. 
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“No, I’m not leaving, he is,” I answered, as I 
pointed my index finger towards the door. 

“Who is?” Jerry inquired, confused. 

“T am!” I exclaimed. 

“Yeah, you’re well-cooked,” Michael 
cachinnated along with the rest. 

“Ah, screw it,” I said, waving my hand ina 
dismissive motion, chuckling to myself. It was 
better to relax and enjoy the experience, and boy, 
did I enjoy it. I was bewildered by the razzmatazz 
of colours that I never have seen nor imagined; they 
were outside of the normal colour spectrum, in their 
own sphere of fantasy, but not so deep that it left the 
realm of familiarity. 

With the colours ensuing their waltz, so too did 
the pitches of all sound, appearing either higher or 
lower. It occasionally morphed to an extent that I 
was under the firm impression that the people 
around me were talking in a completely different 
language, which had an absurdly comical effect. 
Nothing made sense, and it was absolutely brilliant- 
dialogues that consisted of asking a question and 
then answering them yourself, which was more of a 
conjoined soliloquy than a dialogue, or faces 
contorting to look rather disproportionate, similar to 
how you would look at concaved mirrors in a 
funhouse. The more I conversed with the people in 
the room, the more we all seemed to align and 
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understand each other, despite the senseless 
gibberish that was being spoken. 

Everything felt connected. I looked down at my 
hands and could see a faint, blue electrical current 
running through my body into that of the living 
room. It was so enchanting that I was under the 
impression that I could see my own nervous system 
intertwining with everything around it. Even the 
plants in the room emitted a cyan blue light, much 
like the small bonsai that I debated with for a good 
hour. It was a very eloquent plant, I must say. 

I guess an afterparty is the only kind of place 
where you can find yourself having an hour-long 
conversation, and come to the conclusion that all 
characters in SpongeRob RectanglePants’ Bikini 
Bottom are not only genetically changed by nuclear 
tests, but are also involved in a massive conspiracy 
theory to conquer the world. 

After my psychonautic trip, I frequently 
remained in touch with Frederick. Moreover, 
Vanessa and I started to spend more time together, 
practically becoming inseparable at one point. Our 
relationship had begun to blossom, petal by petal, as 
we got to know each other more. I wished days like 
these would remain forever, instead of flowing 
freely by. I guess it is only obstructions and ordeals 
that manage to dam in something intangible as time; 
all rivers should flow widely and the subsequent 
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days cascaded exactly like that until a couple 
months had blinked by. 

I felt blessed being by her side, and gleefully 
showed her around the country in our spare time, 
taking her to the capital, visiting a couple of 
landmarks and so forth. As we casually strolled 
through the Cynsetol National Museum into the 
contemporary gallery section, Vanessa found 
herself drawn to a certain piece, depicting a bruised 
and smiling homeless man. 

“Look at this one,” she pointed out, entranced. 
“Tt looks marvellous, doesn’t it?” 

“Yeah, it certainly does ...” I replied, before 
reading its epithet aloud. “The noble in rags. Hmm 
... makes you wonder why it’s called that,” I 
speculated. 

“Maybe because of his smile?” she surmised. 

“That’d make sense, yeah,” I nodded, before 
looking at the gaudy painting next to it. 

“More sense than whatever that’s supposed to 
be,” I sarcastically remarked. 

“Not fond of abstracts?” Vanessa mused. 

“T mean, that guy must have been off his rockers 
to paint something like that,” I laughed. 

Despite my snide comment, the piece made me 
think about my psychedelic trip and how connected 
it made me feel to the world. It was an experience 
that I eagerly wanted to share with her; all of it, 
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from the vibrancy of those gritty dance floors to that 
electrical connection in Freddy’s apartment. 

““’.. Have you ever done any yourself?” I 
inquired carefully. 

“Drugs you mean?” Vanessa replied. 

“Yeah,” I affirmed with a nod. 

“Nope.” She shook her head. “How about you?” 

“T did some not too long ago,” I admitted. 

“Really? Like what?” she inquired with interest. 

“Ah, ecstasy and stuff, you know,” I 
downplayed. 

“Then where is your painting?” she quipped. 

“Well, you’re looking right at it,” I sassed. 
“Miller is just an alias.” 

“So self-critical! Or were you really off your 
rockers?” Vanessa jested with a pixyish smile. 

“Hah, I guess you could say that.” 

“T have to say, Kate and I always wanted to try 
some,” she confessed. 

“We can if you want to,” I suggested. “Speaking 
of Kate, how is she holding out?” 

“Pulling some all-nighters to finish her paper for 
her Capita Selecta course, so I’m sure she’ll be 
more than happy to do some after that.” 

“Ouch, tell her I send my condolences.” 

“T will,” she agreed, before diverting her eyes 
from the painting to me. “But it’s still you I feel 
most sorry for.” 
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“Oh? How come?” I wondered, as I looked back 
at her. 

“All that travelling, Vik!” she exclaimed 
sympathetically. “It took us two hours to get here, 
and you have to do that every day.” 

“Ah, I’m kind of used to it now,” I shrugged. 

“Why won’t you just find something in 
Hircester?” she suggested. 

“Believe me, I’ve been searching endlessly.” 

“No luck?” she enquired. 

“Well, I might have found something,” I 
admitted hesitantly. 

“Vik!” she marvelled. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Tt’s not certain yet,” I responded. “There’s a lot 
of applicants, and I don’t want to jinx it.” 

“There’s nothing to jinx, you’re going to get that 
apartment.” She smiled with infectious optimism. 

“Hmm,” I intoned ambiguously. 

“Oh, have some faith, will you!” She smirked, 
bumping her fist into my shoulder. 

“No, no. I was just thinking about how I should 
decorate my new home,” I simpered in return. 

I’m certain that it wasn’t sheer luck, but rather 
due to her positivity that I found myself holding the 
keys to my new studio at 43a Tolstoy Boulevard the 
next week, which was about three minutes on foot 
from the campus. Both exterior and interior were in 
mint condition; I was lucky to say the least — all that 
for five hundred a month, including services. It was 
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a bargain, especially if you were to compare it to 
other offers — the Shangri-La of BestPick or any 
other real estate website. I thought it to be fanciful 
to expect to find such accommodation, let alone 
actually being accepted. There was nothing bad to 
say about the residence; my parents helped me 
move in, vacillating in their emotions — both joy and 
a hint of sorrow — as they helped their youngest 
leave the roost. I couldn’t help but feel pampered by 
fate for a change. 

“Vik, you sure you don’t want us to help you pay 
rent?” my father offered, as we lifted some boxes 
out of our rented minivan. 

“Tt’s fine, Pll manage! You’re already paying my 
uni fees,” I declined out of pride. 

“But how will you pay for it?” he asked, 
frowning — he knew I wasn’t exactly employed after 
what happened at Vanderbilt’s. 

“T got a job at a seven-eleven nearby, it’s enough 
to cover it. I’m starting next Friday,” I lied with a 
straight face. 

“Ah, got your next target ready?” he laughed, to 
which I awkwardly chuckled along. I didn’t want to 
tell him that I had taken up a student loan the 
previous week. Oh, him and Mum would have 
fretted and lectured me on it endlessly; the 
consequences and whatnot. Who cares about the 
debt afterwards, really? At least I’d be able to live a 
carefree life until then, and I’m not there yet. “Dad, 
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can you push the button? My hands are a bit full,” I 
asked, doing my best in balancing a stack of carton 
boxes. 

“What floor?” he responded, as he hovered his 
index finger over the panel. 

“Twenty-fourth,. 

“All the way to the top, huh?” he remarked. 

“Pffl” I whistled. “Just wait till you see the 
view!” 

Reaching the top floor, we turned left to the 
furthermost corner, to number 2409. 

“Here we are,” I presented, as I put my boxes 
down on the floor. I cheerfully rattled the keys a 
couple of times before unlocking the door into my 
new home. Aside from a fridge, a built-in kitchen, 
shelves and a table, the entire apartment was empty. 
I didn’t mind; like the light-grey laminate and white 
wallpaper, I interpreted it as being like entering a 
fresh slate; the start of my own autonomous life. 

“Not too shabby,” my dad commented. “Care to 
show me that fabled view you mentioned?” 

“Follow me, it’s over there,” I grinned proudly, 
leading him from the hall into the living room, right 
to the adjacent balcony. 

“You weren’t lying ...” my dad uttered in awe, 
as he basked in the beautiful panorama. 

“Yeah, you can even see the sea from here —” I 
pointed yonder to the left, beyond the skyscrapers 
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of the city centre. I reached out for my pockets, 
grabbing my smokes. 

“Do you want one?” I offered, extending the 
freshly opened package as I squeezed it softly 
enough to make it easier to take one out. 

“Yeah, thanks,” he smiled appreciatively, as he 
nimbly slid the protruding one out of the package 
through its orange filter. A satisfying spark lit the 
gas in my lighter, a torch passed down to our 
tobacco. We certainly won’t ever qualify for the 
Olympics, but when it boiled down to enjoying the 
moment for what it was, we were record holders. 

“There is Mendel Park, see?” I pointed out, as I 
pierced my finger through the trail of smoke coming 
from my cigarette. 

“Where? I can’t see it,” my dad replied, gawking 
around. 

“Right there, next to all the skyscrapers,” I 
clarified, before I nudged my finger a bit to the 
right, doing my best to indicate the landmark, while 
trying to steer his vision to that little spot of nature, 
which neighboured the office district cladded in 
glistening glass — a common substitute for ivory in 
the towers now owned by corporate moguls. 

“Ah, I can see it!” he crowed, in conjunction 
with the unmistakeable rumble of a train, mildly 
diluted by the distance and altitude we were at. 
Seconds later, I saw a long, yellow rod rocking on 
its metal tracks beside both the park and cosy six- 
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storey blocks, which looked like dollhouses from up 
here. 

“Lovely sound, isn’t it?” my father simpered, 
while he dreamily observed the view. 

“What is?” I mused, while taking another drag, 
hearing its paper smoulder as I did. 

“The train; the sound it makes, I mean. Reminds 
me of my childhood in Chardzhou,” he elucidated. 

“Ah, I didn’t even notice,” I replied. 

It seemed that I hadn’t been entirely correct 
regarding the apparent lack of furniture. The ashtray 
in front of us was one piece of furnishing that had 
been left behind, and it was a commodity that we 
could appreciate. One after another, we buried both 
of our buds into their aluminium graves, twisting 
their necks to make sure we killed them off 
completely, and then a couple more times to be 
certain that they stayed dead. Agitated by the smoke 
that had now amassed, my father tugged at the 
window handle of the enclosed balcony, hoping to 
ventilate the area a little bit. 

“Don’t they open?” he asked me, before he gave 
it another tight tug. 

“What do you mean?” I aloofly replied, while 
checking some irrelevant messages on my phone. 

“The windows, I can’t open them.” 

“Oh, you have to do this first,” I explained, as I 
put my hand-held attention-glutton away, reaching 
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out to the handle. “This little button here, see?” I 
pointed out. 

With a press and a twist, the windows tilted open 
slightly towards us, letting in a waft of fresh air. 

“Can it go any wider?” he asked. 

“Seems this is as far as she goes,” I responded, 
after closely looking at the handle. 

“T guess it’s to prevent students from jumping 
out during a stressful exam period,” he quipped, but 
who could ever be stressful while having a 
miraculous vista like this? 

“Hey, Dad,” I started. 

“Hmm?” he hummed his response, while I took 
off my necklace. 

“Here, take it,” I prompted, as I gave him the 
golden chain and cross. 

“Vik, you know I can’t take this,” he replied, 
almost tearfully. 

“Yes, you can, just so you know I’Il be fine.” I 
smiled. “You can give it back to me if I’ll be the 
one worrying too much, alright?” 

Left sated by the view, we proceeded to haul in 
the rest of my belongings from the van. We were 
afraid that the desk wouldn’t fit through the elevator 
door, but thankfully it was an exact fit. Everyone 
loves it when things work out with no difficulty, a 
blessing that both of us praised with sighs of relief. 
Neither of us had looked forward to potentially 
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having to drag that piece of wood up twenty-four 
damn floors. 

From here on, I was on my own now, finally 
distanced from the tensions at home. I loved the 
extra hour of sleep gained from not commuting, and 
not having to face the risk of explaining why some 
weekends my pupils would be the size of planets, as 
they on their own were a clear indicator that I was 
up there in the stars and strobe-lights a few hours 
ago. 

Cooking was less fun and the results certainly 
didn’t compare to those of my mother’s, but it’s 
hard to get frustrated when you’re content. Even the 
elevator being out of service for a couple of days 
didn’t stress me out, as I descended all of those 
floors while humming and climbing them while 
puffing later on. 

After an uneventful period of writing papers, 
passing exams and attending seminars, I finally took 
both Kate and Vanessa to Helmshore for their 
maiden voyage into a factory-turned-nightclub. 
Even though my own experience was only a couple 
of months ago, I already felt like a captain. We 
arrived in the early evening in order to spend some 
time at the city square before meeting up with 
Frederick, where we planned to spend some time at 
his place before heading over to the nightclub. 

“Hey, Vik, can I borrow you for a sec?” 
Frederick asked direly, after he introduced himself 
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to the girls. It was the first time I had ever seen such 
a serious expression resting on his otherwise 
cheerful face. 

“Sure thing” I said, puzzled as to why. 

“Is something wrong?” Vanessa asked, 
concerned. 

“Nothing to worry about,” Frederick responded 
calmly with his arm around my shoulder, before the 
two of us stepped away. 

“Why the long face?” I remarked from the 
moment we got our privacy. 

“Jerry got busted,” he divulged, grumbling. 

“Busted?” I exclaimed, perplexed. “For what?” 

“For dealing,” he sighed, before noticing the 
bewilderment in my eyes. “You didn’t know?” 

“Seriously?” I spluttered, left aghast by the 
sudden news. 

“Yeah, not much we can do about it now.” He 
shook his head. “No chance you got any pingers 
yourself?” 

“No, I thought you would have,” I answered. 

“Well, that’s grand ...” he fretted, as he stuck his 
hands in his pockets. ““Where’s Mike, by the way?” 

“He’s working till nine, and I think he said he’ ll 
be skipping this one,” I responded. 

“Do you think he might have any?” 

“No clue, really. No point in calling him, either, 
since he never picks up during his shifts.” 

“Yeah, that doesn’t work out, then.” 
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“What if we call his dealer?” I suggested. 

“Take an educated guess on who that is.” 

“Right ...” I intoned slowly, realising that wasn’t 
my brightest suggestion. “No other numbers?” 

“None which I can think of right now,” he said 
with a shrug, with his head down to the brown-brick 
pathway, kicking a pebble away. 

“What about that lass ... from that afterparty?” I 
thought aloud. 

“Lots of afters and lots of lasses, Vik,” Freddy 
responded with his head still down, looking for 
another object to punt. 

“God, I don’t know her name ...” I doubted, 
scratching my head. “Black curly hair. Err, not too 
tall?” I tried describing her. 

“Laura? I already belled her,” he replied. 

“No, not her,” I rebuffed. “It was the one from 
when we did acid at your place.” 

“Oh, Felicia?” Frederick guessed. 

“Yeah, I think,” I responded with uncertainty. 
“Did you ask her?” 

“No, I'll call her now,” he stated, while he 
dialled up her number. After a few seconds of 
optimistic silence, Freddy’s eyes livened up the 
moment someone seemed to have picked up. 

“Hey, yeah, it’s me,” he spoke into the horn. 

“Nothing too much. Say, you got a number for 
some gear?” he asked, before looking up into the 
air. “No, I can’t get ahold of Sketchy.” “Some 
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candy.” “Eh, about eight?” “A fiver each? That’s 
great,” he exulted. “Yeah, I know the place, 
thanks,” Frederick crowed, with a smile now etched 
on his face, before hanging up the phone. “Who is 
Sketchy?” I probed. 

“Jerry,” Freddy responded. 

“Jerry is sketchy?” 

“Yeah.” 

“T see. Any luck then?” I asked rhetorically, 
since his goodbyes to Felicia on the phone had 
already spoken volumes. 

“All sorted. We’ ll have to go to Dunslow,” he 
divulged complacently. 

“How far away is that?” I inquired, as I wasn’t 
too familiar with all the street and district names of 
Helmshore. 

“Not far, a couple of minutes by tram.” 

“Well, let’s go then?” I said in a level way, 
concluding the téte-a-téte with Fred, before the two 
of us joined back up with Vanessa and Kate. 

“Hey, can you guys wait here? We’ll be back in 
about five to ten minutes,” I imparted. 

“Where are you going?” Kate wondered aloud. 

“We quickly gotta pick up some stuff,” I replied. 

“Can’t we tag along?” Vanessa enquired. 

“T think it’s better if you guys stayed here,” 
Frederick chimed in. “It won’t take long.” 

“Hmm, okay,” she acquiesced. “Text me if 
something happens, alright, Vik?” 
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“Of course.” I nodded. 

While Frederick and I made our way to the 
nearest tram station, not too far away from the city 
square, I noticed him squinting his eyes in order to 
get a better look at the display board that indicated 
the departure times of each tram that stopped by 
here before his earlier tart expression returned. 

“Cunt,” he hissed. “Just our luck.” 

“Did we just miss it?” I guessed from 
Frederick’s tart expression. 

“Even better,” he said, pointing at the display. 
It’s out of service.” 

“Lovely ...” I deadpanned. “How far is it by 
foot?” 

“About thirty, forty minutes I think,” he 
surmised. 

“Let me check my maps then,” I stated, taking 
my phone out of my pocket. ““What’s the address?” 
“Six Horace Road,” he said. Typing the street 
name into Doodle Maps, an obnoxious box titled No 

connection popped up that prompted me to tap the 
Try again button, and with chagrin I tapped it a 
dozen times. 

“No service?” Frederick queried, noticing my 
impatient thudding against the screen. 

“Just like the goddamn trams,” I grunted. 

“Just like the goddamn country, eh?” he joked. 

“Bless the fucking commonwealth,” I ridiculed. 
“Can you check it?” 
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“T got no data left,” Freddy stated. “Besides, I 
know the way.” 

“You could’ve said that before I tried looking it 
up,” I remarked, unamused. 

“I know where it is, just not how far it is,” 
Freddy reasoned, before a sly grin emerged from 
the corners of his mouth. “Who are those birds you 
brought, by the way?” 

“Exchange students from Canada,” I told him. 

“Ah ...” Frederick drawled slyly. “And with 
which one of them did you have an exchange?” 
Before I could even answer him, he had already 
poked into it himself. “It’s the brunette, innit?” 

“We had a couple of dates and that ...” I replied 
prudently, even blushing a little. Of course, that 
detail didn’t escape the prick’s sight. 

“Aww, little Vikky is getting all red, or did you 
put on some rouge?” he sassed, laughingly. 

“Go neck yourself, man,” I shot back. 

“Oh! You can’t say stuff like that, Vik,” he 
admonished, gasping parodically. 

“Coming from the man who said it to a 
bouncer.” I chuckled. 

“You're lying. I would turn all red if I said 
something like that.” 

“You're loving this, aren’t you?” 

“Not as much as you two.” He grinned. “Come 
on, tell me all about it. Feed me the news!” 

“How do you even know we do?” 
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“Really?” Frederick smirked, before inhaling 
deeply, trying to get as much air in his lungs as 
possible. 

“Don’t you fucking dare, Ill tell you nothing!” I 
protested, to which he exhaled slowly. 

“Tomatooo,” he whispered. 

During the explanation and the following casual 
conversation, it took us over an hour to get up and 
down from the pick-up spot in Dunslow; a grungy 
and dilapidated apartment with graffiti sprayed over 
its walls, perfectly adding to the reek of pot. I stood 
at the threshold while letting Frederick do his 
business, and thankfully, we didn’t stay there for 
too long as everything went off without a hitch. 
With the trams still denying us a quick passage back 
to the city square, we returned on foot, where I 
spotted a disgruntled Vanessa pacing her way 
towards me. 

“What the hell took you so long?” she scowled, 
with a furious look on her face. 

“The trams weren’t riding, so we had to go by 
foot,” I explained, to which she seemed to turn even 
angrier. 

“Oh, okay, thanks for letting us know!” she 
snarled. “I tried calling you like ten times.” 

“T’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ...” 

“Hey, at least everything is fine, right?” Kate 
chimed in, trying to defuse the tension. 
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“Yup, I think we can already go to the joint by 
now, itll open up soon,” Frederick added, as the 
skies had darkened by now, with the iridescence of 
the early evening only to be seen at the periphery as 
an opal billow onto black clouds. 

“How far is it from here?” Kate asked. 

“About a twenty-minute walk,” Frederick 
replied, as we crossed the street. 

“So, four hours?” Vanessa exasperated, giving 
me a cold glare. 

“T’m sorry, "Ness ... I don’t know what else to 
say,” I responded, embarrassed. 

“How about you just say nothing? You’re good 
at that,” she sneered in return. 

I tried to liven up her spoiled mood on our way 
there, but each attempt seemed to make things even 
worse than they already had been. Thankfully, we 
were heading towards a place intended for no words 
to be spoken. The ambience within the halls was 
what I had grown accustomed to, and the pills 
helped resuscitate both my unsettled, and Vanessa’s 
disgruntled states of mind. Nevertheless, the 
occasional conversations that I tried to strike up 
with her in the smoking room were concise and as 
blue as the area itself. At first glance, she didn’t 
appear to be as upset anymore, but with the night 
coming to an end, her previous drug-induced 
euphoria started to cave in as we took a cab to 
Frederick’s place, where I found it again impossible 
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to strike up a conversation with her, and I was 
admittedly frustrated when she was deeply 
embedded in one with Frederick. 

“What’s up, Vik?” Kate asked me, as I slouched 
from the comfort of Freddy’s couch. She seemed to 
be her usual buoyant and festive self, and continued, 
“You look a bit down.” 

“Ah, just a bit tired, that’s all,” I replied 
laconically. “Did you enjoy your night?” 

“Oh, it was great!” she beamed in response, from 
the chaise longue next to me. 

“That’s what I like to hear,” I answered with 
more spirit. “We’ve been planning for this day for a 
while now, so it would be a shame if it wasn’t,” I 
continued. 

“Yeah, all those exams and whatnot ...” She 
sighed. “At least Freddy taught us some wisdom.” 

“Freddy and wisdom, you say?” 

“You can re-sit an exam, but not a party,” Kate 
imparted with a laugh. 

“That sure is a good creed to live by,” I said with 
a chuckle. 

“Maybe, but I don’t think my grades will be 
happy about it.” 

“That’s why you’ve got the resits, Kate! He’s not 
called Freddy the Wise for nothing.” 

“He’s a funny fellow, I'll admit that — and maybe 
a bit wise,” she added quickly, chortling softly, 
before the two of us lapsed into silence. 
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“I’m sorry about what happened earlier today,” I 
confessed with a sigh. 

“Hey, it’s not me you should be apologising to.” 

“T know, but Ness won’t even talk to me. She’s 
absolutely livid.” 

“You did kinda leave us stranded for a couple of 
hours in a city completely unfamiliar to us.” 

“Tt really wasn’t my intention ...” I stated. 

“Yeah, I know that,” she sympathised with a 
nod, to which I poignantly glanced away for a 
second. 

“Oh, don’t you worry about ’Ness!” she 
consoled me. ““We’ve been besties for a while now, 
so I know the two of you will be fine.” 

“Ts there nothing I can do in the meanwhile?” 

“Just give her some time and space.” 

“Are you sure?” I responded, concerned that not 
trying to do anything would have an adverse effect. 
“Yup! She likes you, and I think you guys fit 
together. Just don’t pull off any more shit like that, 
okay?” She made the effort to sound reassuring, but 
whatever assurance I salvaged from it, became 

brittle not a second later. 

“Kate, let’s go home,” Vanessa announced 
suddenly, much to my surprise. 

“Wait, what?” I replied, perplexed. 

“The first trains should be riding by now,” 
Vanessa stated coldly. 
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“You don’t want to sleep it off first? It’s like a 
three-hour ride back to Hircester, right?” Freddy 
mused. “I have a guest room, you know.” 

“Thanks, but it’s fine. Nowhere is better for 
sleeping it off than your own bed, right?” Kate 
chirped awkwardly, as her eyes dwindled from 
Vanessa’s to mine. 

“Yeah, but you'll have to survive that train trip 
first,” Frederick cajoled. 

“Oh, that’s okay,” Vanessa said, smiling at 
Frederick before turning to me. “I don’t have issues 
with waiting at all,” she remarked caustically, 
maintaining her smile. 

“Ness, I am sorry. The trams—” 

“Tt was nice meeting you, Frederick,” she 
interrupted me, before storming out. 

“Yeah, eh, likewise. Have a save trip home,” he 
faltered, equally perplexed as I was. 

“Thanks for the hospitality, Freddy! And I'll 
catch you later, Vik,” Kate smiled, before closing 
the door behind her to catch up to her friend. 

“Damn, ’Ness seems really pissed off at you,” 
Frederick remarked. 

“Really, Freddy? I don’t think I noticed that one 
myself,” I scoffed sarcastically. 

“And so do you, sheesh,” he responded, adding 
to my ire. 

“Any other fucking vivid observations you’re 
willing to share with me?” I snarled. 
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“Her friend is cute,” he commented, while 
stroking the blond scruff on his chin. 

“Are you taking the piss out of me on purpose?” 
“Calm down, mate, she’s having a comedown 
from those pills, and so are you,” he clarified, in an 

attempt to better my mood. 

“How about I cut you a line? I should still have 
some coke somewhere,” he went on to offer. 

“Fuck it, why not,” I shrugged, as Freddy 
rummaged around before he put a hefty amount of 
white powder on a small mirror. 

“Damn, that’s a monster ofa line,” I admitted, 
after I observed how Frederick swept the crystalline 
heap into two large chemical trails. 

“We’re both monsters, Vikky,” he chuckled, 
before passing me a rolled-up bill. “After you.” 

“Dear lord ...” I winced, after snorting up the 
motorway-sized line in one go, feeling teardrops 
form from the corner of my eyes due to the burning 
sensation coming from my nostrils. 

“Ever considered a part-time job as a vacuum 
cleaner?” he snickered, before following suit. 

“T don’t think this is coke ...” I surmised, while 
rubbing my eyes. 

“Uhm ... I think it might be the whacky packy,” 
Freddy hypothesised, crashing back down into his 
chair again. 
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“What? Where is it?” I asked, finding the small 
paper-folded package on the table, marked with a 
bold letter K. 

“Tt is,” I noted, while I felt a tingling sensation 
spread across, making my fingers feel numb. 

“What?” Frederick responded, confused. 

“K,” I said, before sitting back down in the 
couch, noticing my vision had started to become 
hazy and slightly distorted. 

“What’s okay?” 

“The letter ‘K’, you nonce,” I slurred, while the 
proportions of all the pieces of furniture started to 
grow. “Like a ‘C’ with an extra line.” 

“You want an extra line?” Freddy asked, as he 
looked at me, his own face appearing all contorted. 

“Huh?” I drawled in response. 

“T don’t know ... what were we talking about, 
again?” Freddy articulated with great difficulty. 

“T, uh ... a packy?” I hesitantly replied, unsure 
about our current conversational topic. 

“You mean Massoud?” Freddy faltered. 

“NO.g.2” 

“I’m s-sorry, mate,” he apologised, stammering. 

“Wha ...? What for?” I wondered. 

“T don’t know any other Pakis ...” he replied. 

“What about ... Massoud?” I said, after a 
moment of pondering. 

“Massoud ... Now that’s a swole lad,” he 
nasalised his response. 
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“Freddy?” 

“Wha ...?” he murmured. 

“You are swole-er,” I disclosed. 

“Vik, you’re swole-er, too, man.” 

“Thanks, dude ... that means a lot,” I voiced my 
heartfelt appreciation. 

“H-How’re you feeling?” Frederick asked. 

“Yes,” I said with a nod. 

“You know ...” he slowly began, before pointing 
his index finger in my direction. 

“What’s that?” I wondered bewilderedly. 

“My dog took a wet dump on that couch once,” 
Frederick went on to disclose. 

“You have a dog ...?” I mused, prompting the 
man into a brief contemplative state. 

“No ... I don’t think I do,” he replied, “but if I 
had one, he’d have taken a dump on it.” 

“That’s a bad dog, Freddy,” I admonished. 

“Tt’s only like ... imaginary shit,” he defended. 

“But what if ... everything is?” I surmised, 

“Woah, man ...” a visibly stirred Frederick 
intoned, perplexed, before trying to lift himself up 
from his chair. 

“W-why are you getting up?” I queried, 
quaveringly. 

“I’m going to look for my dog,” he announced 
resolutely. 

“Frederick, no ... it’s not real!” I cautioned, but 
my attempt to dissuade him didn’t reach him, as he 
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had already climbed up from his chair. I, on the 
other hand, could barely move at all. Where did he 
get this Olympian strength from? 

“Ollie!” he shouted, before stumbling into the 
adjacent room. 

“Freddy, no ...” I mumbled after him. 

“Ollie, where are you?” I could hear him 
hollering from the distance, while my own 
consciousness started to dwindle away. 


The following morning, I woke up from the couch 
of his apartment to a ray of sunlight glistening 
directly into my face. Still feeling groggy, I 
clumsily tried to shield my eyes in vain before 
turning around, but feeling the sun’s warmth 
heating the hairs on the back of my head was 
enough to keep me from falling asleep again. 
Knowing it’d be pointless to struggle, I got up and 
made my way to the kitchen to get a cup of water, 
where I stumbled upon a frisky Frederick preparing 
himself a cup of tea. 

“Hey, mate,” he greeted me. 

“Morning,” I replied disgruntledly. 

“Afternoon,” he corrected me. 

“Already?” 

“Tt’s only been about four hours since you passed 
out.” 
“Explains why I slept like shit.” 
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“You know I have a spare bedroom, right?” 
Frederick commented, raising his right eyebrow. 

‘Didn’t make it,” I elucidated. “The couch was 
comfy anyway.” 

“Tt is, innit?” he replied, causing a small memory 
to dangle back into my mind. 

“Did you manage to find your dog?” I asked 
while grinning. 

“T don’t have a dog,” Frederick replied, puzzled. 

“Ollie!” I cachinnated. “How the hell did you 
even manage to walk?” 

“God ... I don’t know, really,” he said, 
shrugging in response. “But I’ll tell you one thing 

“That you found Ollie?” I asked with a chuckle. 

“No, no,” he replied with a hearty laugh, shaking 
his head. “Since you’re laughing, that lass of yours 
can, too.” 

“Ah, I hope so,” I groaned. 

“Word of advice, though; don’t call her on 
Tuesday. You know how those are after some 
pingers.” 

Frederick the wise, as I had dubbed him; a title 
well-earned, since shortly after it was as if Vanessa 
had forgotten all about our quarrel, albeit so that she 
did retain a reluctant outlook towards this kind of 
nightlife from it. Everything eventually became so 
carefree and devoid of any issues that I had almost 
forgotten that she was returning home soon from 
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her exchange. With that realisation in mind, we 
spent as much time together as we could, feeling 
melancholic about her departure. 

On one of those final days, we spent some time 
in a local coffee shop, which, along with its rustic, 
oaken decoration, and organic aroma of the venue’s 
trademark roast, amplified our emotions. 

“Tt seems like only yesterday that we met,” I 
simpered with a sigh, as I took a sip from my 
cappuccino. 

“Yeah, I know ...” she almost sobbed, while 
blankly staring through the tinted windows into the 
busy boulevard. I could sense the door to the coffee 
shop being opened behind me, and instead of 
bringing with it a cold gust, Vanessa promptly 
turned to me with a spark in her eyes, as if the 
entering passer-by from the streets outside had 
brought not shivers, but delight. “You should come 
visit whenever you can!” 

“During the summer, you mean?” I asked, 

“Well, whenever you want really,” she 
mirthfully intoned with a shrug. 

‘“How’s the weather in Montreal during 
summer?” I wondered. 

“Tt’s exactly the same as here, I’d say.” 

“Hmm, what if we go someplace warmer?” I 
suggested, yearning for a hotter climate, as in 
retrospect, a cold gust did in fact enter this place. 

“You mean searching for a hotel?” 
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“Yeah! Swim in the sea ... lie on the beach ... 
some drinks at sundown,” I spoke dreamingly. 

“Get out of my mind, you,” Vanessa teased. 
“How about Napoli? Kate told me it’s lovely there,” 
she added. 

“Italy sounds good, actually,” I agreed, , already 
envisioning the Mediterranean panoramas. Right on 
our barstools, we whipped out our phones and 
started scouring through booking websites, on the 
lookout for the perfect deal. “How about this one?” 
either of us would say right there in that rustic 
coffee shop, or later, at my place or hers. After two 
days of sleuthing, the two of us finally found a 
decent hotel, booking it whilst comfortably curled 
up on my couch. 


Chapter 22: Crossroads Collide 


From a loosely made suggestion in March to living 
it up in June; I still couldn’t believe that the day had 
come. Storming through both the Cynsetol and 
Napoli airports, I learned first-hand about the luxury 
of travelling light. Oh, I was always so surprisingly 
adept at making things disappear unintentionally. 
Not only did I now have less stuff to lose, but I also 
didn’t have to wait an hour until my luggage 
appeared on the baggage belt, too. 

I strolled out of the Neapolitan arrivals hall to be 
greeted by a lukewarm Mediterranean breeze. I took 
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a whiff of the warm air whilst I wrapped my jacket 
around my waist. That five-hour flight really did a 
number on my back, I thought to myself. Before I 
had the chance to stretch out my muscles, I heard a 
voice utter “Taxi?” from behind me, and turned 
around to see a smiling, chubby Italian man. 
“Taxi?” the middle-aged local repeated again, 
nearly lunging at my small suitcase. I heard a 
distant voice trying to warn me not to take the first 
and best offer, but I was exhausted and making it to 
the hotel was the only thing on my mind. 

“Where go?” the man inquired in a strong accent. 

“Garibaldi Square, please. How much?” I asked 
in return. 

“Fifty euros,” he stated. 

I should’ve checked up on the average taxi price 
at home. Argh — I find the price hard to believe, as 
it’s the same price I'd pay at home. 

“T’ll give you thirty for it,” I confidently haggled. 

“No, no, fifty,” the driver maintained. 

“T’ll go look for someone else then,” I said 
waywardly. While I walked away in search of other 
drivers, I knew the footsteps behind me were his. 

“Forty is okay?” he offered, lowering the price to 
a level that still seemed too high. 

“Alright, let’s go,” I hesitantly agreed, knowing I 
could have knocked it down to at least thirty if ’'d 
tried. 
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“Okay, okay, come,” he signalled, leading me 
over to his transport; a car that had visibly aged, 
but as long as it drove and had air conditioning, it 
occupied an equal place as the could-be thirty-euro 
fee in my mind. As we drove off in silence, each 
turn taken spurred my need to engage in small talk 
with the driver. 

“So, how is life in Napoli? Any good?” I 
inquired. He slowly tilted his head to the side, 
letting out a soft “Ehh ...”, followed by a short 
pause. “Sorry, English bad,” he said, chuckling 
awkwardly. 

“Yeah, I’m not too fond of the English, either,” I 
sighed in relief — I never liked small talk. 

After a short drive on the highway, we finally 
arrived at Garibaldi Square. I couldn’t recognise the 
area from the pictures I saw online due to 
construction work going on left, right and centre. I 
asked around for some directions, realising that not 
a lot of people were capable of speaking English at 
all. Still, their English was without doubt better than 
my Italian. The last woman I spoke to understood 
what I was trying to say, but struggled in finding the 
right words to answer me. She pointed straight 
behind her, following this by doing a stopping 
motion before extending her arm to the right. “Due 
— two,” she said, before again signalling left. 

“So ... end of the street to the right ... then the 
second street to the right? I deciphered aloud, while 
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mimicking her signing in a less exaggerated way, 
wondering if I had got it all right. 

“Si, si!” she said, nodding her agreement and 
smiling warmly. 

“Ah, grazie!” 

Her directions checked out; I managed to find 
our cosy hotel nestled in-between the wall. It was 
easy to overlook, though, as only a small sign above 
a small wooden gate indicated that I was in the right 
place. I opened the door, entering the hotel’s patio 
before making my way to the lobby. I got a solid 
first impression; the interior and patio were both 
tidy and fresh in style — I personally knew how 
deceptive pictures could be on those booking 
websites; they always managed to get the right 
angle that would make any place seem spacious and 
elegant. Deception, however, was not at play for our 
lodge. 

“Good evening, I’m checking in for two,” I 
greeted the receptionist, while presenting the 
printed paper containing our reservation. 

With a brief “Hello”, he proceeded to globally 
inspect the prints I’d handed over. “Hmm ... It says 
here that there’s also a second guest?” the young 
Italian replied in an American accent. 


‘She’ ll be here a bit later, is that alright?” 
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“Not a problem at all,” he answered, shaking his 
head while carefully placing our reservation papers 
atop a towering stack of various other documents. 

“Can I have your passport, too, please?” he 
asked, once he’d finished balancing the flimsy 
tower. 

“It’s ... ehm ... right under the other papers I 
just gave you,” I awkwardly pointed out. 

“Ah, my bad,” he drawled, carefully nudging out 
the leather booklet from amidst the lopsided stack, 
as if it were a Jenga tower. His finesse bore fruit, 
since it didn’t come crashing down and he 
proceeded to rapidly type my credentials into their 
system. 

“Okay, all seems to be fine,” he said, nodding, 
before moving off to the back, returning after a 
metallic clamour with a single brass key attached to 
a wooden hanger, inscribed with “R-157”. 

“Here you go,” the receptionist gestured, as he 
handed over the hanger. “Shall I show you to your 
room?” 

“Yes please, that would be great, thank you,” I 
replied, following the man up the grey limestone 
steps to the first floor. 

Entering the room, I attentively glanced around. 
Like the lobby, it didn’t disappoint. Clean bed 
sheets, a snug balcony with an even snugger view; 
all appeared exactly like we’d wished it to. 

“Ts the room alright?” the receptionist asked. 
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“Yeah, it’s perfect, thank you,” I affirmed. 

With a nod of satisfaction, he left the room and 
shut the door behind him. As I transferred my 
clothes from my suitcase into the wardrobe, I 
gawked at the time: 16:13. There was a bit under an 
hour before Vanessa and I were to meet up, so I 
decided to have a quick shower before heading out, 
as I couldn’t think of a better thing to do, and by 
16:59, I had killed enough time. 

I headed out into the streets, taking a left as I 
exited the patio. I couldn’t help but anxiously think 
about her, she ’/l be here on time, right? I kept on 
fretting while crossing the Corso Novara to the 
Central Station. Here’s where we would meet. 

What if she doesn’t show up at all? I nervously 
kept on thinking, while scanning the faces of every 
passer-by. Why am I this nervous? There was no 
way that she wouldn’t show up. I tried calming 
myself, but since reason found itself unable to 
soothe my nerves, I placed my bets on nicotine 
instead. I rammaged through my pockets to finally 
find that wrinkled package of lights; I’m surprised 
none of them were damaged or bent. 

I put a cigarette to my mouth, trying to light it 
with little success. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I 
mumbled. Each failed attempt to bring about a 
flame incited more frustration than the last, and 
after what must have been forty-or-so aggressive 
spins on the spark wheel, my left thumb felt 
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incredibly sore by now, and my mood incredibly 
foul. 

“Scusa?” a voice called close by from behind 
me. He can’t mean me, right? I thought to myself, 
before I turned around to face a lad of about my 
age. As soon as I turned around, the man blurted out 
an Italian sentence with such unholy speed that I 
remain flustered as to how these people could even 
converse in that language. “Sigaretta” was really the 
only thing I could pick out of that string of 
syllables. “Am I not allowed to smoke here?” I 
asked, already prepared to stow my tobacco away. 

“No, no,” he replied, while shaking his head. I 
must’ve overlooked that it was a no-smoking area. 

“Alright, thanks for telling me,” I said with an 
appreciative smile, while trying to stow the 
stubborn paper stick back into the package before 
putting it back in my pocket, which resulted in the 
confused Italian shaking with his hands. 

“No, no, I mean ...” he tried to explain, 
following this by pointing to the package then back 
at himself. 

“Oh, right,” I snickered, as I finally understood 
the situation while handing him a coffin nail. I 
asked if he had a lighter in the hope that as long as I 
spoke slowly and loudly enough, paired with the 
proper hand gestures, he would understand that I 
needed one, rather than offering one. Luckily, my 
prayers were answered when he pulled out a tiny 
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green bic from his pockets, his brows curling up in 
conjunction with a polite smile. “Grazi,” he smiled 
with the ciggy sticking from his mouth, before 
walking away, finally putting an end to our toddler- 
like conversation. 

Argh! Where is she? I thought, while anxiously 
looking around, before resting my eyes on a clock 
hanging from the station wall. My eyes looked in 
disbelief as I attempted to read the time. Only two 
minutes have passed? J huffed and puffed, a steam 
engine of carcinogenic clouds. 

Just then, through the evanescent smoke, I swore 
I could see her silhouette in the distance. Do my 
eyes deceive me? I squinted so as to get a better 
look — it is her! It had to be her in those pearl-white 
sneakers. 

Her hair bounced from side to side while she 
kept turning her head from left to right in what I 
presumed to be her searching for me. Sporting a 
smile from ear to ear, I approached her while 
waving my arms at her. “Vanessa!” I shouted. She 
turned around, and our eyes connected again for the 
first time in six months. J can tell you; it was not the 
Italian sun on me that made me feel so blisteringly 
hot. 

“Ah, Vik! So good to see you again!” she 
crowed, rushing over to greet me. 

“How are you?” she went on to ask, as I 
embraced her. 
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“T’m doing great! How about you?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine, the flight was pretty exhausting, 
though.” 

“Tell me about it. Here, let me take that from 
you,” I insisted, as I took hold of her luggage. 

“Thanks, is the hotel far from here?” 

“Tt’s really close by actually, just over there —” I 
pointed across the street, past the construction site 
on our left. 

“So ... anything new?” I asked, while we rushed 
across the streets as a flickering pedestrian light 
warned us that ending up on or under a car’s 
bumper could be an imminent fate lest we hurried. 

“Oh, you know, the usual. How is life in good 
old Hircester?” Vanessa asked, after our sprint to 
the threshold, inhaling a couple of times to restore 
her breath to normal. 

“Nothing new, really. Spent the previous two 
weeks with my folks.” 

“Are they doing fine?” 

“Yeah, they’re fine. They send their regards.” 

“Do return them! I’m bummed that I never got to 
meet them,” she replied pensively. 

“Plenty of time for that, really,” I quipped. 

“But I really want to meet your mother! I think 
we'd get along so well,” she chortled. 

“Hmm, what makes you say that?” I replied, 
with a smile that paled in comparison to hers. 

“Oh, just a hunch, I guess,” she simpered. 
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“If you’re that inclined, I can put you on a call 
with her,” I cajoled over a laugh. 

“No, it has to be in person!” she insisted. 

“Come on, I can turn on the camera for you. It’s 
the best offer I have right now, a one-time deal,” I 
sassed pixyishly. 

“Oh, stop it, you know what I mean.” 

“Then you should come visit as soon as you can. 
It’s here by the way, on the first floor —’ I pointed 
out the entrance to the patio. 

“T’m starving, by the way, let’s get something to 
eat after we drop off my stuff,” she suggested. 

“Yeah, good idea, you still have to check in, 
though, if I’m not wrong,” I reminded her. 

Done with checking and unpacking, we ventured 
on to a nearby plaza. Starving was out of the 
question as there was an abundance of small 
restaurants all around us. We weren’t too picky, 
taking a seat outside of a decent-looking venue. It 
got a chilly when the June Mediterranean sun 
started to set, reminding us both to take a jacket the 
next time we headed out at dusk. As I casually 
browsed through the menu, I couldn’t help but 
notice that Vanessa was staring strangely at me. 

“What’s with the look?” I asked her. 

“T don’t know,” she intoned hesitantly, with a 
shrug. “Did you get skinnier, by the way?” 

“Err, am [?” I replied, looking down at myself 
bewilderedly, not sure what to make of that remark. 
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“Yeah, I think so,” she said, while tilting her 
head as a certain dish seemed to have caught her 
attention. 

“Well, good thing we’re getting something to 
eat, right?” I laughed awkwardly. 

“You still go out a lot?” 

“Every now and then, why?” I responded. 

“T don’t know, Vik, perhaps you should ease 
down a little on the parties and the drugs,” she 
commented, with her eyes still aimed at her menu. 
Maybe I am reading too much into it, but this 
dialogue is making me feel extremely uneasy. 

“T can’t stop, Ness! Help me, give me a needle, 
quickly — I need my hit!” I overexaggerated, while 
gripping onto my upper arm. She blushed up as red 
as those famed Italian pomodori, covering her eyes 
with her hands as she realised that my theatrical 
display had drawn some questioning gazes from 
around us. 

“T’m fine, "Ness, don’t worry,” I assured with a 
chuckle. 

“Please don’t embarrass me like that again, Vik,” 
Vanessa tried to say sternly, but her hand didn’t 
quite cover her innocent smile. 

“Hmm, embarrass you? Why? All I want to do is 
ask the Italian gentleman for a zesty pineapple 
pizza,” I replied as seriously as I could. 

“No, don’t you dare! I don’t want to be chased 
out by the entire city!” she pleaded, to which I gave 
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a disapproving shake of my head. “How about this 
one instead?” Vanessa started, as she proceeded to 
read out the dish. “Pasta frutti di mare; our most 
refined family dish, with fresh shrimps, calamari 
and clams. Sounds good, right?” 

“But where’s the pineapple?” I asked in return, 
maintaining the same straight face. 

“No, no pineapples!” Vanessa protested. 

And no pineapples were consumed by me that 
day. I did ask, though, as I was a bit too curious to 
see what reaction it would cause; anticlimactic, 
unfortunately. Deep inside I had hoped for the 
fabled angry Italian hand gestures, but deeper than 
that I noticed how badly I had taken her comment 
regarding my weight. It wasn’t only that; she was 
still the friendly Vanessa, but she seemed more 
distant than her usual self. Was she repulsed by my 
physique? 

That night I examined myself in the mirror while 
brushing my teeth. She was right: I noticed my face 
had become gaunter ... [t isn’t that bad, is it? I 
guess it explains why she shook me off when I 
leaned in for a kiss that night. 

“T’m too tired,” she’d said. I knew I was 
overreacting; it’d make sense for the both of us to 
be fatigued after such a long day. Having found a 
comfortable position to doze off in, I slowly left the 
room’s cold ambiance for a lucid world while we 
slept that night with our backs to one another. 
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The next day, I woke up feeling rested. As my 
eyes opened up to the rays of the morning sunlight 
dazzling, my first blurry sight was the vibrant 
concordance in which Vanessa’s sparkling eyes 
shone equally. 

“Morning!” she chirped cheerfully. 

“Hey, what time is it?” I mumbled, half-awake. 
“Nine in the morning, how’d you sleep?” she 
asked. Did she say nine? I was surprised to wake up 

that early without an alarm at all. 

“Not too bad, you?” I replied, while I tumbled 
around in the warm and cosy eggshell white duvet. 

After a couple more twist and turns, I rose from 
the nest, stretching out all of my limbs as I got up. 

“What do you feel like doing today?” I asked 
Vanessa, before I walked over to the bathroom. 

“T don’t know, but I grabbed some brochures 
from the reception yesterday,” she replied. 

“Anything interesting?” I echoed from the 
bathroom, while I squeezed a pea of toothpaste onto 
my brush. 

“There’s so much! Come, I’Il show you.” 

I walked up to her with the brush still in my 
mouth, eager to see what she had in mind. 

“Here, this one —” she pointed at the red 
brochure. “The Museo di Capodimonte, see?” 

“Uh-huh,” I confirmed with a nod, giving her an 
a-okay sign before walking back into the bathroom. 
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“Ts it far from here?” I asked, after spitting out 
the paste in my mouth into the sink. 

“A short walk from the metro, by the looks of 
it 

“Sounds good, shall we get some breakfast 
first?” 

“They don’t serve any here, right?” she mused. 

Equally uncertain about breakfast, I went down 
to the lobby to clarify. 

“Ah, there’s a good pastry shop at the end of the 
corner here. We get our lunches there, usually,” the 
receptionist replied. Per his directions, we walked 
out and stumbled across the store he had been 
referring to. A sign displayed the enticing name of 
“Sfogliatelle e Baba”, and there was an alluring 
smell of food being emitted that made our stomachs 
rumble loudly. 

“How do you even pronounce that?” Vanessa 
puzzled, as she tried reading the sign aloud. 

“T know how to eat it; I hope that’ll suffice,” I 
commented bluntly, over another groan from my 
empty belly; taking our places in the queue inside 
and by peeking at the counter, we saw that there 
were plenty of edible snacks on display. 

“What if the names are unpronounceable as 
well?” she fretted. 

“Stop stressing, "Ness. Just point at one and say 
‘This-a-one’ with an Italian accent.” 
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People in Naples were generally speaking not too 
adept with the English language; the girl behind the 
register was no exception to that. I didn’t really 
blame them, as when there would be some foreign 
tourists around Hircester or Sutherham, they 
wouldn’t expect me to speak their languages either. 
Not that any tourist in their right minds would go to 
Sutherham, though. 

Luckily for both of us, the word croissant would 
most likely get us served in any pastry shop in the 
world. Less fortuitous, however, was the fact that 
there were several varieties of them. We didn’t 
really know the Italian word for ham, leaving us 
with the only option of just pointing at what we 
wanted. 

“No, no,” Vanessa said, shaking her head as the 
lass grabbed a plain croissant. After then getting out 
a chocolate one, she finally picked out the one 
Vanessa wanted. Content with getting the corrected 
one, she looked over at me. I pointed at an 
appetising-looking piece of pizza bread, and she 
instantly picked the right one. 

“How come she picked the right one for you, but 
struggled with mine?” Vanessa complained. 

“Because you weren’t pointing in Italian, Ness,” 
I explained to her, as I reached for my wallet. 

Taking our seats, Vanessa started to look over 
the map that was printed on the brochure while we 
enjoyed our breakfast. 
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“We should really take one of those bus tours, 
too. They stop over there —” she pointed to the 
Corso Novara while still browsing the map. 

“Hmm, let’s go to that museum first, shall we?” I 
suggested, “and explore the city a bit through the 
tube,” I added. 

“T want to, but I can’t find anything here about 
directions through the metro,” she sighed. 

“We can always just ask someone, and I think 
the metro map will be of more use,” I suggested. 

“Let’s go then,” she said, as she cleaned her 
mouth with a napkin. 

“Yeah, sure,” I replied, reaching out for my 
cigarettes as soon as we stepped outside. “You want 
one?” I offered, before lighting one up for myself. 

“No, thank you,” she declined, giving me a 
judgemental look while I took one out for myself. 

“You’ve started to smoke a lot.” 

“Tt’s the first one I’ve had today,” I defended 
myself, glancing at her with my eyebrows raised 
quizzically as to what had prompted her comment. 

“T mean, yesterday you did.” The way she said 
this; it was similar to yesterday’s remark regarding 
my weight. I’m sure it was sheer admonishment 
from someone who cares, friendly advice for my 
own sake, but why the hell did it sting like a hornet? 
I have never been this fickle before, but this is like 
venom spreading through my mind. It makes all the 
negative things she says and does herself more 
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apparent. I know I should be better than that, 
though; I have to stop reading between the lines so 
much, 

The restaurant was a mere two minutes away 
from the metro. We spent an equal amount of time 
trying to decipher the map, unable to find a station 
that was close to the museum we wanted to visit. 

“Where do you need to go?” a friendly voice 
asked from behind us. We turned around, seeing a 
slender local girl, perhaps around our age, maybe 
slightly younger. 

“Oh, eh. Capodimonte, I believe it was called, 
right?” I replied, as I looked at Vanessa. 

“Ah, the museum with the park?” the girl said. 

“Yeah, that’s the one,” I confirmed. 

“Okay — just go to Museo —” she pointed at a dot 
on the map. “When you’re out, keep following the 
Corso Amedeo di Savoia uphill and it’Il be easy to 
find from there.” 

“Can you repeat that last part?” Vanessa asked. 

“Corso Amedeo di Savoia?” the girl blurted. 

“Let me quickly write that down,” Vanessa 
stated, as she grabbed her phone before showing it 
to her. 

“Ts this right?” 

“Amedeo, not Amadeo,” the girl corrected her. I 
wondered how she was even able to pick up on the 
rest of the words at all. 
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“Ah, thanks so much!” Vanessa appreciated her 
courtesy with a candid smile. 

“No problem, happy to help,’ the girl replied. 

With a clear sense of direction, we descended 
into the metro. You could see it had been recently 
renovated: the metro was a dazzling sight to behold. 
Its imposing depth surprised me as I looked down 
from the top of the escalators and the frosted blue 
glass panels of the modern Museo station beguiled 
us towards the start of our journey. 

After being underground for a little while, I was 
quick to notice that each of the stations enjoyed 
their own unique flavour, which made travelling 
through them a refreshing experience. Some 
might’ve been underwhelming, but I’ll never forget 
the sea-like modern mosaics of Toledo station; they 
were nothing short of calorious eye-candy. 

Exiting to the cool breeze of the Neapolitan 
underground, it was hard to ignore the sudden 
increase in temperature as we ascended. Vanessa 
wrapped her arm around mine while we approached 
the long road of Corvo Amedeo, which was the first 
time I’d felt she’d warmed up to me during our stay 
there. Traversing the incline up ahead, however, we 
separated as both heat and effort made us huff up 
the slope. It was quite a walk, and the buildings 
around us seemed to have taken an early lunch 
break in casting a shade over the streets, leaving us 
without any respite from the sun. 
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Exhausted and two sweat drops short of 
evaporated, we reached the end of the road, arriving 
at a shade-covered haven in the form of a staircase 
that would take us to our destination. 

“Let’s take a break. I’ll die if we climb those 
stairs straight away,” Vanessa puffed. 

“Oh, come on, give me your best Rocky 
impression while we run up them!” I joked, half out 
of breath as I gave her a sarcastic smile, handing 
over a bottle of iced tea. 

“Ugh, it’s warm,” she winced, after taking a gulp 
from the lukewarm liquid. 

“Yeah, it’s more like normal tea now.” 
Refuelled by our pit stop, we made our way to 
the park that surrounded the palace-turned-museum. 
Grand and imposing, the museum complex was the 

highlight of Italian baroque and was undeniably a 
sight to behold — displaying a rectangular style, 
decorative ridges and tall windows. The windows, 
at least twice the height of your average person, 
gave off an initial illusion that the three-storey 
building wasn’t as tall as it appeared to be until you 
were standing next to it. Stepping inside, clever 
design caused natural ventilation, providing a 
comfortable coolness without any air conditioning 
being present; at least, no signs of which were 
apparent. We darted around the museum halls, 
witnessing its wide exposition of Renaissance 
paintings, and were even baffled to see a canvas of 
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Napoleon as emperor, wondering why it was there 
in Capodimonte instead of at the Louvre. 

Sated by the visual delicacies, we casually 
strolled through the park afterwards, approaching a 
corner that provided a stunning panorama of the 
whole city, and in the distance, far away, you could 
see Mount Vesuvius kiss the Mediterranean Sea. 
“Oh, we have to take a picture of this!”” Vanessa 
beamed, as she witnessed the splendid sight, and 
after a few snaps here and a couple of memories 
made there, it was time for our descent back home. 

We quickly made our way to the alleyways of 
Salita Moiariello through her narrow, shaded 
staircases down to her cosy and colourful 
residences, descending back into the heart of the 
city. Shoulder to shoulder, yet not hand in hand, we 
were close, albeit distant again. The organic 
pathways encouraged no romance, only joviality, 
which was what bothered me; we were like friends, 
not lovers. 

That same night, we slept with our backs to one 
another, yet equal to the moon, a pattern that 
continued for all other moons to come. As we visited 
Castel Nuovo, and hiked up to the peninsula of 
Castel Dell’ovo, where was your love, Vanessa? All 
the days, even during the bus tour that took us to the 
cliffs of Posillipo, the poison further took hold. It 
was a long and taxing day, and it was a relief when 
we finally returned back to Garibaldi Square, 


Page | 334 


granting respite from the sun and shelter from my 
mind. 

“Hey!” the receptionist cheerfully greeted us. 
“Are you guys enjoying Napoli so far?” 

“Yeah, it’s lovely,” Vanessa replied, endeared. 

“Been to the beaches yet?” he asked. 

Given that I hadn’t yet seen any swimmable 
beaches around the city itself, but really would love 
to, I answered, “No, not really. You got any 
recommendations perhaps?” 


“Yeah, but you have to go out the city, though,” 
he started. “Take the train to Vico Equense; there’s 
a great beach down there, and the town itself is 
worth visiting as well.” 

“The train?” I voiced my surprise. 

“From Garibaldi Square: the Circumvesuviana. 
Here, let me write it down for you,” he replied. 

“Thanks so much!” Vanessa chirped. 

“Go as early as you can — both the beach and 
train can be packed if you go in the afternoon.” 

Per his advice, we took the Circumvesuviana to 
Vico Equense the morning after. We had some 
difficulty finding the exact platform as the layout of 
Garibaldi station was confusing to say the least. The 
train station was a stark contrast to its gentrified 
metro, comprising of a couple of old dusty concrete 
platforms that might have even witnessed the reign 
of Mussolini himself. 
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I noticed that our platform was getting more 
crowded by the minute, and contemplated whether 
there would be enough space for us to sit during the 
journey, since I wasn’t too fond of commuting 
while standing. A couple of minutes later, we 
spotted an old rickety cart in the distance; coloured 
red and royal yellow respectively. 

I could say that the train was all but royal, with 
the yellow presumably having started out white 
back in its heyday. 

“Let’s move up to the front,” I suggested, hoping 
to increase our chances of procuring seats. 

Stepping inside, the interior unfortunately 
mirrored its exterior, and for some reason, it 
reminded me of my first part-time job — I’m sure 
that if Vanderbilt designed interiors, they would 
look like this. 

Snobbism aside, we managed to find two free 
adjacent spots right in time, or rather, we won our 
game of musical chairs. 

“Imagine how packed it must be later in the 
day,” Vanessa said, sighing with relief. 

“Can this thing even hold many people?” 

“T guess we’re going to find out,” she replied. 

“So, where is our stop again?” 

“T think it is two before Sorrento,” she clarified, 
looking around, trying to find a schedule that 
showed our route. The overhead LED display only 
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seemed to indicate the next stop, but she was able to 
find a small map somewhere on the side. 

“Ah, this train also seems to go to Pompeii.” 

“Don’t you know Pompeii up?” 

“Oh, shut up, Viktor!” 

“You gotta Pompeii up, ’Ness.” 

“Tf this train isn’t the end of me, your horrible 
puns will be,” she said with a giggle, before resting 
her head against my shoulder. 

A loud whir and clang awoke the old metal beast 
from her slumber, slowly gaining traction towards 
full speed ahead. The old chariot rumbled loudly on 
the tracks, which was more of a perk than anything. 
What bad words could be spoken about the gentle 
rocking against the steel? None — as the following 
sound sufficed: Pa-dum, pa-dum. 

One could wish for no better ambiance while 
basking in the local landscape through those murky 
windows — a journey joined by Italian background 
causerie; a perfect concerto with steel clicking on 
darkened iron rails. Silently, yet passionately, I was 
taken a hold of by that ersatz lullaby, her nursing 
hum: Pa-dum, pa-dum. 

It was easy to doze away, with the gentle, 
lukewarm morning warmth comfortably shrouding 
you like a silken-soft blanket. I might even confess 
that I did exactly that, trying to keep my eyelids 
open in vain before succumbing to the mechanical 
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siren’s song. A soft pinch around my right face 
brought me back. Did I fall asleep? For how long? 

“Are we there yet?” I spluttered somnolently, 
while her fingers were still clasping onto my cheek. 

“Next station, you can sleep at the beach again,” 
she jested. 

I gawked outside, seeing nothing more than 
some red and brown palazzos. “There it is!” she 
exclaimed enthusiastically, pointing at a tiny, yet 
picturesque station. Vico Equense, the spitting 
image of how I pictured an Italian provincial 
station; a mountainous purlieu through which its 
two railroads were cradled, piercing through a 
tunnel up ahead, blending into the precipitous hills. 

I gained a better view as we got out, admiring the 
colourful houses situated above the tunnel, engulfed 
in vibrantly green arid palms and ferns; certainly 
more appealing than those bland palazzos I had seen 
earlier. “Oh, I can already smell the sea!” Vanessa 
excitedly observed, as she paced ahead of me, and 
had I not still been drowsy from my sleep, I’d have 
had the perfect response to that. 

She energetically turned around sporting an 
equally enthusiastic smile as she encouraged, “Let’s 
go! I can’t wait to take a swim!” 

Both of us were taken aback by the candid town; 
the receptionist hadn’t lied. It was perfectly 
congruent with the arid landscape; her lively, soft 
pink and yellow buildings on Piazza Umberto to the 
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curling path that slithered down the cliff unto the 
sea. I think it was just shy of ten o’clock in the 
morning, but already the beach was packed. Putting 
our feet to the shore in search of a spot, a young 
Italian man sporting cargo shorts and a blue polo 
shirt ran up to us. 

“Do you want a boat?” the bloke asked. 

“Why would we need a boat?” I puzzled, giving 
the lad an odd look. 

“Tartaruga,” he elucidated, while pointing off 
towards the cliffs to our right, “Turtle rock,” where 
I faintly glimpsed a boulder sticking out from the 
sea. [s that what he is referring to? Moreover, my 
eyes discovered a small beachfront under that same 
cliff in the distance, relatively deserted. It was clear 
that the only way to get there, was to either 
plummet down eighty feet from the ridge above, or 
by swimming a quarter of a mile. With neither of us 
an athlete, his offer started to sound interesting. 

“Maybe we should ask him if he can drop us off 
over there,” I quietly consulted with Vanessa, who 
concurred with a nod after seeing the horror that 
was the overpopulated beach on our left. 

“Can you ferry us off to the beach over there?” I 
asked him, pointing towards that same location. 

Quickly looking back and forth, he nodded and 
said, “Yes, come, I’Il show you.” He gestured for us 
to follow. 
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Reaching a small stand, we were pointed to a 
schedule that indicated the times at which they 
would come to pick up people. He admonished that 
if we didn’t board by 16:30, we would be left 
stranded and have to put our swimming abilities to 
the test. 

Admittedly, €7,50 per person was quite 
expensive considering the miniscule distance which 
would be a minute by boat at best, but it was a 
better price to pay than being swallowed up in the 
current crowd. I guess that little boulder, which was 
in fact quite reminiscent of a turtle upon closer 
inspection, amped up the price a good bit. We made 
a solid choice, as there was a plethora of natural 
shade and only a handful of people. 

Laying down our towels before rushing to the 
crystal-clear water for a refreshing dive, we laughed 
in the sea and came to peace on the towels ashore, 
basking in the sun until we boiled so that we could 
then cool off in the pleasant waters again and again. 

Past four in the afternoon, when the sun had 
already started its descent, we too had decided that 
we had bathed plenty. As a mechanised Charon 
picked us up from our isolated limbo in his 
motorboat, we watched Tartaruga transform back 
into being just a boulder in the distance, bidding the 
natural statue farewell as we reached the top of the 
cliffs, back to Vico Equense. We patiently waited 
for the train to arrive under the comfort of a mild 
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breeze. The road back home was uncomfortable 
compared to our morning trip, as the heat radiating 
from both the many passengers and the afternoon 
sun made it sultry in addition to being cramped. 
With nowhere to sit, we traversed that stream of 
steel like two sardines, curving between towns and 
metropolises alike. Countless canned commuters — 
all against the current of a flooded rush hour, like 
salmons, returning home. 


Chapter 23: Entangled Bangle 


I felt like a kettle within a kettle, boiling in a public 
musk. My body was certainly boiling, and so was 
my mind. I couldn’t let go — our relationship 
seemed platonic at best; no carnal desires nor 
romance had yet revealed themselves. I tried to 
confront her about it, but she always shrugged it off. 
Sure, it was still priceless to see the smile on her 
face as we visited the Lo Zoo di Napoli, which laid 
next to an abandoned theme park. She and her 
affection towards me were priceless and even if I 
had all the riches in the world, it wouldn’t have 
bought me anything that could compare — I didn’t 
want to lose her, so lost I felt as we travelled and 
explored the concrete jungle of Naples some more. 
Past the industrial territory we could spot on the 
periphery, to chic cafes located in the city centre. It 
was now our last day there, our last night in Naples. 
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The factories were hollow, as were the lavish 
residences and the luxury venues. Their decoration 
was a facade — no love, no soul, not even in the 
music being played in the pubs and cafes of the 
nightlife street. 

With it being our last night, and with the option 
of sleeping off a hangover on the flight home, two 
birds were killed with one stone that day. 

Up until that point, we had usually spent our late 
Neapolitan evenings over a bottle of local wine — 
and it’d have been a waste if we'd left without 
knowing how the locals spent their Saturdays. As 
the saying goes, “When in Rome, drown yourself in 
an ungodly amount of wine and do your best at 
maintaining your balance while not vomiting in the 
nearest gutter.” Since we were in Naples, however, 
practically the same saying was relevant to our 
circumstances, only added to by the fact that you 
had to shout angrily at every bystander. 

We had a couple of drinks at the boulevard. 
Instead of a single and large club, it was vibrantly 
spread around, with cafes and open bars littering the 
area, as plentiful as the cigarette butts, beer cans 
and people present. 

“Can you wait for me while I go to the toilet?” I 
asked, clearly feeling my synapses being massacred. 

“Sure, I’ll be here,” Vanessa replied. 

I pushed myself through the crowd, finally 
reaching a dirty stall. Like a professional, I had an 
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aim of about fifty per cent accuracy. I absolutely 
despised it. Sure, all seemed lively and the prices 
weren’t too bad there, but I was irked. It was a 
different type of nightlife to that which I grown 
accustomed to back at home, as the drugs and bass 
lines I adored were not present, instead replaced by 
raucous drunkards and your average radio tune 
being blasted through some cheap speakers. 

I began to notice the effects of the fair amount of 
beverages Vanessa and I had consumed up to this 
point. I had never shied away from a drink or two, 
or nine, but it’d been ages since I’d last drank with 
the sole purpose of getting wasted. I couldn’t find 
any joy in such an experience or environment any 
longer, becoming agitated. I hated it. I hated the 
drunken stupor. I hated the lump in my throat. I 
hated the trash music. I hated the obnoxious pricks 
that were yelling and shouting. I hated that smell, 
this goddamn city, all of it! But most of all, I hated 
that stupid cunt in the mirror. “Yes, you, you 
gimp!” I slurred, as I pointed at my reflection. 

I splashed some water on my face and went 
back to find Vanessa. The droplets left on my face 
boiled instantly when I saw her talking to some 
other bloke. All that agitation; every ounce that had 
slowly built up over the course of the entire trip, 
now threatened to explode. Not on my goddamn 
watch, I thought to myself, as I stormed towards 
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them, violently pushing the obstructing mob out of 
my way. 

“Heeeey, Mario, buddy! Thank you so much for 
keeping my girlfriend company, mate!” I 
sarcastically gibed. “I — we’re — gonna go, yeah ... I 
heard your brother was looking for you, the one — 
one in the green j-jumper, he was ... fucking around 
with some mushrooms,” I continued, as I grabbed 
Vanessa by her hand, taking her away. 

“What the hell was that about?” she yelled, 
looking both confused and flustered. 

“Super Mariooo Bros,” I explained, laughing 
doltishly, seeing the same confusion still present in 
her eyes. “No? The green jumper? Was it him or 
Luigi that tried to shove their spanner in you first?” 
I snarled, hissing the final sentence with contempt. 
Before I had time to react, I heard the echo of her 
palm against my cheek. Then the pain set in. Then 
came the realisation. And finally: anger. 

With my eyes widening like a madman’s, I 
pushed her against the wall with my hand against 
her throat. 

“Who the fuck do you think you are?!” I raged. 
“Am I some pathetic sod that pays for your holiday 
while you go around and spice it up with some local 
papi, huh? Maybe you need some change for a 
rubber, yeah?!” I sneered at her. “What is it?! 
What’s with that goddamn look in your eyes?!” I 
yelled out at the top of my lungs. 
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Her eyes, damn it! Her beautiful eyes ... filled 
with fear. What am I doing? Why? 

Suddenly all turned black for a second, as if I 
had briefly left the world. “Stop! No, stop!” I heard 
a voice call in the distance, over the deafening 
ringing. I opened my eyes to try to see: Where — 
Why am I on the floor? My head felt as if it was 
filled with concrete and my ribcage ached all over; 
the pain nudged me back to my senses, and I saw a 
small crowd in-between me and Vanessa. What had 
happened? Did they ... did they sucker punch me? 

I crawled back to my feet, groaning loudly due to 
the throbbing throes of my entire body; they had 
really roughed me up. I felt my wrist being grabbed, 
stupidly following along without even 
understanding what, why and where. I knew it was 
her hand from her unmistakeable soft skin, taking 
me away from the clamour of the nightlife as the 
voices of the crowd faded away into the 
background. 

We slowed down and I felt her grip around my 
wrist loosen up. My vision was now somewhat 
restored, and I gazed intently at the distressed 
Vanessa across from me. I didn’t look her directly 
in the eyes; I only felt the cold that I’d normally feel 
at night as I walked past her, beginning our journey 
back. 

Laconically, we walked for thirty minutes before 
returning to our hotel. Back in our room, I took off 
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my shirt as the fabric pressed against the now- 
visible bruises on the side of my chest. It wasn’t a 
pretty sight to behold, but I didn’t feel like going to 
rinse off the dirt either. 

Sitting down at the end of our bed, she stared at 
me again; this time however, I didn’t look away. 

“Why?” she asked, in a tone I’d never heard 
before; perfunctory yet ample in emotion, both 
angry and sad. Only her confusion housed no 
partner. 

I could lie to her, say that I was drunk; that I was 
stupid and didn’t mean anything by it, but the way I 
held her throat ... The way she looked at me. It 
wasn’t only her who was frightened. 

I looked at her and saw it all play out again and 
again. I could feel my tear ducts filling up, a 
sensation I hadn’t felt in ages. When the saline 
drops spilled through their dried-out canals, the tide 
brought along the words I’d always meant to ask the 
whole week long. 

“Do you love me?” I asked through the weeping, 
my body and soul aching, continuing to look at her 
as my vision slowly became obstructed again, this 
time by the moisture that was trickling down my 
eyes. 

My heartbeat increased over the deafening 
silence that followed. Just say something, please! I 
yelled in my soul, as I adamantly refused to blink. It 
was then that I saw it — clear through the haze. A 
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single hundred-karat diamond falling from her eyes, 
crashing to and shattering on the floor. 

“You need help, Viktor,” she sobbed. I couldn’t 
help but wail without a sound. It was pointless. 
Help was pointless. She can’t see what I see. No, 
she’d think the same if she did. There was no 
mistaking it when I looked in the mirror in that 
wretched bar’s restroom: there’s no saving that 
monstrosity. 

The following day, we ordered a cab early in the 
morning to bring us to the airport. It only took a 
mere ten minutes and twenty euros. I felt absolutely 
stupid as I remembered paying double that amount 
when I'd first arrived. It was all just a joke, at my 
expense. 

We passed through customs together, despite our 
flights departing at both a different time and gate. 

“So, this is goodbye then?” Vanessa said, shying 
away while twirling her hair. 

“Yes. Forever,” I intoned, absent of emotion. 

She was visibly shocked by my words; leaving 
her mouth slightly ajar alongside eyes filled with 
disbelief. 

“Do you ... do you really mean that?” Why is 
there even sadness in her voice? You don’t love me, 
damn it! How can you even love vermin like me? 

“T think it’s for the best. Have a safe flight home, 
’Ness,” I replied, with the same cold demeanour. 
Why is she staring at me like that? Just go already! 
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I can’t hold my emotions any longer, I can’t hurt 
you again. 

“You too ...” she simpered poignantly, turning 
around before walking off. As she turned, her 
umber locks, which I so passionately adored, waved 
me one final goodbye before resting still against her 
back. Instantly, my eyes swelled up again in a 
monsoon-turned-deluge as she gracefully took step 
after step on the brilliant white terminal tiles. 

Don’t look back — Please don’t turn around 
Vanessa, I pleaded in my thoughts. She can’t see me 
like this, but I have to see her go. 1 wanted to 
cherish my last sight of the woman I had never 
deserved to have. I tried so hard to hold it all back, 
don’t let it be in vain. Go — keep your head forward 
as you walk to a better future. One without me. One 
without my weak pettiness. 

Parting ways through different gates; a rumbling 
lift off to the skies as I looked down from the plane 
window, seeing the mountainous Mediterranean 
landscapes turning into miniature hills of the doll 
city called Napoli, growing further and further 
away. It’s been amicably christened as the city of 
love by many tourist guides, but if there was any of 
mine, I had left it there in the ever-expanding 
distance, on that evening at Via Partenope, or 
perhaps even as a pebble at Tartaruga. I had arrived 
with a diamond of expectations, but perhaps that’s 
where I had been wrong. I couldn’t love, breaking 
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that tough mineral with my rotten persona. We all 
know a diamond would have endured, but neither I, 
nor my expectations, closely resembled a diamond. 
Perhaps a polished piece of glass at best, reflective 
of the phantoms whom we were back in Hircester 
those many, many months ago. Neither Vanessa nor 
Viktor were there; only reflections in those chipped 
shards remained. I broke it, like I break everything. 
I was too timid and too aggressive. A contradiction 
in my character that anyone would dislike. There 
was only one relationship that could tolerate 
someone like me: my chemical romance. 

I tried not to think about her, but the more I tried 
to fight it, the more she cluttered my mind. It 
would’ve been better if I hadn’t gone to Napoli at 
all, refraining from all except only the occasional 
call, covered in rose-scented nostalgia of those 
merry days we had spent together. It didn’t matter, 
really. Sooner or later that confrontation would have 
happened regardless. 

I was home now, descending into a rainy day 
through the woolly grey clumps of my homeland’s 
clouds, knitted by the needle that was our airplane. 

The rain amplified my sour mood, like a clear 
blue sky would make any good day better. It’s as if 
sorrow hung in the humidity and the contempt in 
those moody clouds. At least September was off by 
a good two months, as continuing my curriculum at 
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this very moment would make me want to blow my 
brains out. 

I still did that in a sense; blowing my brains out. 
Not with lead or buckshot, but with powder and 
pills. I made sure to indulge as much as I could in 
what little spare time I had left. Every weekend I 
would go out on a Saturday, coming back home on 
a Sunday evening, or on Monday if the soirée was 
any fun. Sometimes even staying out until Tuesday. 
Over and over, week after week. An ounce of my 
blood would have sufficed to open your very own 
apothecary franchise with. I started to enjoy the 
after-parties more than the time spent in the clubs. 
Sitting down, comfortably on a chair or sofa, resting 
from all of the excessive dancing and debauchery. 
One wasn’t fulfilling without the other, though, so I 
courted the night as long as I could, even in those 
dark club halls. If the night wanted to rest at dawn, 
all we had to do was close down the blinders to 
keep the sun out. The only good part of the days 
was vespertine, as the gentle shroud of night holds 
no judgement, not even that of my own. 

Before long, the responsibilities of September 
came knocking. There was still one weekend left 
and I knew I had to see the holidays off properly 
before shackling myself back to a second year of 
college. Some of my friends shared my sentiment, 
suggesting in our group chat where we should go. 
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“T’ve never been to Sanctuary tho,” I texted in 
reply. 

“Line-up is sick compared to the factory,” 
Michael answered. 

“Who’s playing?” a message from Frederick 
popped up. 

“Manni Dee, J.Tijn, Wndrlust, all fire.” 

“Manni’s closing set at Tidal was brutal,” 
Frederick added. “You guys need any junk by the 
way?” 

“Nah, I already belled my dealer, let me know if 
you need anything yourself, though,” I typed. 

Unanimously agreeing on going to the 

Sanctuary, the conversation digressed to mundane 
gossip, aside from ordering tickets and discussing 
where we would meet. All went down smoothly, 
and we entered the club without any issue. I 
remained true to my routine, speeding off to the 
lavatories to fetch the delicacies I had hidden down 
my trousers. I chugged the wonder-pill with a 
satisfying gulp before I looked up from the sink, 
staring at the mirror in front of me. 

“You alright, bud?” Frederick asked. 

“Huh? Oh yeah, never been better,” I replied, as 
I shrugged off whatever I was thinking about. 

“Ah, you looked serious for a sec, let’s go man, 
Manni is about to open his set.” 

It was time to enjoy the night, and not have to 
think about anything else. Ah, it was always a 
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wondrous experience to feel that surplus of 
serotonin rush into your system; as if the control 
valves that blocked your soul were being turned 
open with a filter only for the good. 

There would be no breaks this night; for those 
couple of hours, only the music would occupy my 
mind. No judgement in the bass, no trepidation in 
the percussion, only serenity in the synths. 

Other than the overall terrific performance of the 
artists, I started to itch for the after-party. I searched 
around for my companions, walking over to the 
smoking room. “Viktor!” a voice shouted from 
behind me. “Been looking round for you, mate!” It 
was Frederick, gurning with his jaw in 
concentration as if he was ice-skating for a silver 
medal. You won't take gold from me, buddy. 

“Hey man, you alright? Haven’t seen you since we 
got in here,” I shouted over the loud music. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. What are we going to do after 
the joint’s closed?” he replied. 

“T think Mike might know where we can go?” I 
said with a shrug. “Let’s try and find him.” 

“Sure, I think I saw him earlier around the 
lockers,” I replied. 

Finding any of your friends in a nightclub, or 
even worse, a festival, is a taxing endeavour. No 
one ever looks at their phone, and even if they do, 
it’s always a blurry mess. 
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Luckily for us, we found Michael within a 
couple of minutes, leaning against the wall at the 
interstice between the two performance stages. 

“Mike!” I shouted over the music, waving my 
arms to get his attention. Since the door blocked out 
most of the sound, making basic dialogue possible, 
he heard me and turned around with a smile on his 
face. 

“Where the hell have you guys been?” he 
crowed. 

“Wanted to ask you the same thing,” I said. 

“So, you guys wanna bounce?” 

“Only if you know some other place we can 
chill.” 

“Yeah, I think we can crash at Kevin’s, you guys 
down for that?” he offered. 

“Word,” Frederick concurred with a nod. 

“Let’s fetch our stuff then? I'll call a cab.” 

Kevin’s place wasn’t too far away from where 
we had left, a fifteen-minute drive at best. Even 
though I’d never met the guy, I always liked the 
hospitality present during these after-parties. I’d 
reciprocate and always treated the friends of my 
friends as my own. 

“Should I call a dealer, or do we still have 
enough?” Frederick asked, as he turned to us. 

“Nah, I still have some coke and ket. Can always 
call him later,” I replied. 
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While the dance floor gives you the freedom to 
physically express yourself, having a simple 
dialogue there is almost always impossible. Talking 
isn’t intended to happen in those halls, yet dialogues 
are at the core of a good after-party. Senseless 
debates, conspiracy theories, nothing is off the 
table. In fact, plenty of things are on the table. 
There is always idle chat going on in which 
everyone can participate. Another luxury is the ease 
of taking up another bump. Complacently lining one 
out on the table would always have been my 
preference over getting an aneurysm while prodding 
a bag of powder with a key in some rancid stall, 
hoping that some sticks on. 

Whatever substance would grace a table on such 
a day, whatever I would buy, I would greedily 
consume. Cocaine was a peculiar drug. Out of all 
such substances, it had something unique about it. It 
was costly and the overall effect wasn’t even 
shockingly great, and neither did the effects really 
last long, but it still had its allure. I wasn’t addicted 
to it, by no means! It would only get addictive if 
you were to mix it with alcohol, as the combination 
of the two would form as cocaethylene in your 
system. Now that was addictive. Even though I 
copiously indulged in sheer cocaine, by no means 
was I remotely attached to it. Don’t worry about 
that — I simply enjoyed it, so sincerely, so 
profoundly. The process alone, inhaling it through 
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your nasal tract: sublime, as you can feel it passing 
through. The nearly pathological snorting as your 
mind keeps begging for more, wonderful! I’m sure 
that even the voice of reason concurs! Every 
weekend, we loved to do it — J loved to do it. I 
wasn’t dependent, no. No. And by all means, we 
never lacked any money when we desired more, due 
to the fact that we were state-subsidised with our 
student loans. A recreational user: that would be a 
fitting description. Were we really that different 
from the masses that regularly intoxicate themselves 
with only alcohol? /t’s aggravating, really, to even 
remotely imply that we might be! Four Sambucas, 
eight gin and tonics and five Bacardi and cokes on a 
single night; no one really has a problem with that 
much, you’re living your youth after all, right? So, 
go drink until your liver gives up, but god forbid if 
the beer is replaced with a 2-CB and the wine is an 
amphetamine, because that is somehow “sick and 
dangerous”. Instead, get hammered on vodka and 
vomit over your car’s windshield like a normal 
person. /fJ’m sick, then so are all of them! To hell 
with them! I thought, as I lined up my nose with the 
powder laid out below. Hypocrites! I’m sure that 
Bacchus would have snorted coke if the Romans 
had had it — in volumes, too. 


Chapter 24: Friendly Largesse 
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With the Sunday dawn setting in, only a handful of 
us remained as the sun had already completed its 
morning ascent. Michael had left a couple of hours 
earlier as he was getting too tired, and Frederick had 
wanted to finish up a deadline he had as a freelance 
web designer. I was left with a couple of people I 
hadn’t known before that evening, but both Kevin 
and John were fantastic people, and we really had 
no desire to call it quits yet. Kevin himself was as 
polite as a host could be, a fellow a bit shorter than I 
was with a beard that would have made even Castro 
proud. John was equally as genuine, and despite 
sitting in a wheelchair, I could see that he was a tall 
bloke. 

“T’ve got some acid, if anyone wants some?” 
Kevin offered, putting the stamps on the table. 

“How strong is it?” I asked, having my interest 
piqued. A nice way to end the evening, right? 

“Two-twenty a tab,” Kevin replied. Not too 
shabby. 

“Count me in, baby,” I exulted, already looking 
forward to the trip. 

“Same for me,” John said, nodding. 

“One thing, though; I won’t be joining you lads. 
I have to work in about an hour,” Kevin admitted. 

“Wait, you won’t mind leaving us here?” I 
asked. 

“Nah, P’ve known John for a while now and you 
seem alright. Just don’t make a mess.” 
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“Hah, I’ll do my best. Is there a store open 
already, by the way?” I wondered, eager for a 
snack. 

“Yeah, the petrol station should be. I'll tag along 
if you’re going,” John replied. 

“Sweet. Kev, you need anything?” 

“If you’d get me a pack of mints and a bottle of 
Bebsi, that’d be awesome,” he said, while fidgeting 
with the zipper of his backpack. “Gotcha, chief,” I 
said, letting out a groan as I got up from the couch. I 
stretched my back before heading over to the 
hallway to put my shoes on. Stepping outside, I 
turned around to see John struggling to cross the 
threshold. I reached out, trying to help him, but he 
politely declined my attempts. “It’s fine,” he 
insisted with a friendly smile. “I can help myself.” 

I felt uneasy standing around idly, but he 
managed to nimbly make his way over the doorstep 
regardless. After declining both my help and a 
heavy Warlboro, one of which I still had for myself, 
we set out. According to him, our small trip to the 
petrol station wouldn’t take too long. “It’s at the end 
at the road there,” he said, pointing abstractly. 
There was a steep incline right in front of the main 
road he meant. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I 
should be helping him out, as he was visibly 
struggling in his climb. 

“You sure you’re alright?” I inquired, as I tossed 
my cigarette butt away. 
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“Yeah man, like I said, I’m fine.” 

The more we walked, the more uncomfortable it 
made me feel. Eventually, I couldn’t stand it 
anymore; I felt like I had to do something. “Here, 
let me push you, dude,” I insisted, as I grabbed the 
handles of his wheelchair. 

“Ah, you really don’t have to,” he acquiesced. 

“Don’t worry about it. Did you decide on what 
you want to get?” I asked him 

“T don’t know ... a few drinks and some crisps 
would be nice,” he replied. 

“Wait, you can eat crisps while you’re on dope?” 
I chuckled with a mote of disbelief. 

“Hah — yeah, people often say that, it’s just 
something about the crunch, you know?” John 
replied, laughing in return. 

“Nah, no way. I wish I could, but I can’t even 
properly chew when I’m like this, Il get a yoghurt 
or something,” I responded with a smile. 

Crossing the street, all we had to do now was 
walk straight ahead; the store wasn’t too far away. 

“Hey, how about ice cream, though?” I 
proposed. Caramel would be nice. 

“Won’t it have melted by the time we get back?” 

“Fair point. No ice cream, then,” I 
acknowledged. “Maybe watermelon?” I quickly 
suggested as an alternative. 

“Now you're talking, but I don’t think a petrol 
station will have watermelons,” he stated. 
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“A man can dream, right?” I remarked. 

“I’m with you. By the way, were you at the party 
last night? You know, the one the rest of the guys 
went to,” he asked. 

“Ooph, yes. I had a good time, too. I don’t 
believe I saw you there, though. What were you up 
to?” 

“Ah, not so much. I didn’t feel like going since 
it’s not my type of music, really.” 

“What’s your flavour, then?” 

“I’m more of a reggae and jazz person. I perform 
live, too,” John divulged. 

“Really?” I voiced my surprise. I remembered 
that my dad had played the guitar well in the past, 
but I had never managed to learn it myself. 

“What instrument do you play?” I followed up. 

“The bass, I’m performing this coming 
Thursday, you should come!” he suggested 
energetically. 

“Yeah, maybe I will, where is it?” 

“Not far from here, you know where the 
Cromwell Theatre is?” John asked. 

“Afraid not, I’m not really from around here.” 

“Ah right, you said so. No worries, I’Il send you 
the address,” he nodded. “How about you, what’re 
your hobbies?” 

“Other than losing my mind every Saturday, I 
play video games and occasionally watch some 
movies, but that’s about it,” I spilled. 
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“Ah, got a girlfriend then?” he asked; his 
question caught me by surprise. 

“Nope,” I replied tartly. I had no desire to think 
or talk about her, none. “How about you?” I 
uncomfortably rebounded the question. 

He paused for a moment, appearing to be 
similarly unsettled. “There was this one girl,” he 
timidly started. “We didn’t really have a 
relationship or anything, but we liked each other a 
lot.” 

“What happened?” I inquired. 

“Well, she suddenly started seeing someone 
else.” 

“T’m sorry to hear that ...” I sympathised. At that 
point we reached the petrol station and entered in 
silence. 

Despite that Sunday morning being in its 
infancy, there were a handful of other people 
present. If it hadn’t been for my sunglasses, 
everyone inside would have had a good idea of 
what time it was for me from looking at my eyes — 
which were a solid indicator of what nonsense I had 
been up to the night before. The trusty Bay-Rans 
made being in public a lot easier. 

Without lingering too long, we bought our 
snacks and headed back to Kevin’s apartment. 
While we both briefly lamented the absence of our 
much-desired watermelon, we forgot about the 
succulent fruit as soon as we’d left. With more idle 


Page | 360 


conversation accompanied by a comfortable, rising 
morning sun, it felt like we returned to the 
apartment within the blink of an eye, riding the 
zephyr that gently blew against our backs. 

Ringing the doorbell at Kevin’s apartment, the 
listless host was delighted when I gave him his 
goods. 

“You're a legend, man!” he praised me, as I 
handed over his drink and tobacco. Settling back in 
and now well stocked, John and I crashed down on 
the couch, sinking into it as we put the marks on our 
tongue. 

Oh! It seemed that I had overlooked one 
essential thing: music. 

Turning on a playlist I had specifically curated 
for such trips, we relaxed in anticipation of the 
visual splendour that was yet to come. Sound and 
chemistry started to take a hold in symphony. The 
melodies stretched, with some of the frequencies 
distorted in an organic manner. Oscillations danced 
while we admired it all recumbent. The subsequent 
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ambience that took a hold of the room was simply 
mesmerising; darker undertones visibly blasted 
forth from the sound system, vibrating in a 
transparent, burgundy red hue, while the higher 
pitch dictated its rendition, cordoning off all around 
us. It painted the walls and decorated the ceiling 
with its bombastic banner of sound. 
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“T have to go to the toilet, one sec,” John 
suddenly remarked as he exited the room. Not long 
after, I heard a horrible noise coming from that 
direction, a distorted, gruesome, nauseating grunt. 

“What’s happening, John?” There was no 
answer. I went to stand up to investigate, but before 
I could even get up, he had returned. 

“What did you say?” he said, as he moved back, 
looking his healthy and normal self. 

“Oh, nothing,” I replied, perplexed. With the 
passing of time, I started to feel anxious. For some 
reason, I became revolted from looking at John, 
constantly hearing that sound that had come from 
the toilet on repeat. I couldn’t talk. I was unable to 
say what I wanted to; it was as if a cinder block was 
crushing my plexus, preventing me from inhaling 
enough air to form words. I eventually managed to 
say something, but it was as if I couldn’t pick my 
own words. It made me feel frightened and John 
was quick to notice the change in my behaviour, 
developing a concerned look in his eyes. 

“Are you alright, man?” he inquired. 

“No, no, I don’t think so,” I anxiously 
responded. 

“What’s the matter?” he replied. 

“Tt’s ... it’s you,” I stated. Wait, why did I say 
that? 

“What’s the matter with me?” he asked, as he 
looked at me with an even more confused look on 
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his face. The pressure around my chest increased; I 
tried talking but nothing came out. What’s 
happening? Why can’t I talk freely? 

“Tt’s ... it’s as if I feel obliged to help you,” I 
spluttered out again, with no control. 

“But you’re not. I’m more than capable of 
handling myself,” he reasoned calmly. 

“That’s not it. It’s as if ... as if I can’t see past 
your disability. It’s revolting. You’re revolting,” I 
blurted. It’s as if I had become a ventriloquist 
dummy for some tactless master. Why am I not in 
control of my own damn body? 

“Tt’s alright, I appreciate your honesty,” he 
replied, without a single shred of contempt for me. I 
clasped my head, ashamed of myself. 

“No, I-I didn’t—” I quavered, unable to finish 
my sentence; I looked around in fear, as if the room 
was filled with judging eyes glaring at me. I rushed 
up to collect my stuff. 

“Dude, what’s happening?” John said. 

“T-I’m going,” I replied, as I put on my coat. 

“T don’t think that’s a good idea, perhaps you 
should wait a little?” he suggested. 

“No, no ... I can’t be around you, I mean, I-Agh, 
I’m sorry. I really have to go,” I spluttered again, 
before leaving the house. Most of the visual effects 
had subsided by now, J should be able to make it 
home unscathed, | thought. 
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Chapter 25: Obscure Clarity 


I rushed out of the complex, stepping back outside 
to the early morning. I reached for my phone to 
check the train schedules. 

You have to be kidding me, no trains to Brixen or 
Sutherham? J thought, as I winced. I called up 
several friends, but no one answered. I had to go 
home, I just had to. Reluctantly, I called one of the 
two people whom I could always depend my life on. 
After ringing three times, he finally picked up. 

“Hey, Vik, how are you?” my father’s voice 
sounded. 

“T’m alright. Hey, can you perhaps come and 
pick me up from Cynsetol?” I asked, while trying to 
sound as sober as possible. 

“What’s up with the trains, then?” he replied. 

“Apparently, nothing’s running until four,” I said 
with a sigh. 

“Where will you be, exactly?” 

“Central, at the southern entrance.” 

“Okay, stay safe,” he responded. 

“Thank you, Dad,” I concluded the call with a 
sigh of relief. At least something was going right. 
After I hung up the phone, I made my way to the 
bus station ahead, down the same road that John and 
I had walked down earlier when we had gone to 
fetch some snacks. 
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I was extremely sensitive to the already bright 
sun, whose lances of light pierced even the tinted 
shields of my shades. Impatient to get to Central, I 
spotted a bus approaching from the distance; 
number seventy-eight, Marina. 

“Was that the one I needed?” I wondered, as I 
hastily checked the bus schedule to make sure: “Bus 
number eight, direction Central. 08:10.” That’d be 
ten more minutes from now. 

It took an eternity for the clock to turn to 08:01 
and another age for it to reach 08:02; meanwhile, 
everything around me seemed to be bound to an 
endless loop: a pattern in which people walked by, 
repetition that knew no end. 

I reached for my earphones, hoping some music 
would calm me down. Even though the cables were 
all tangled up, sorting them out had a therapeutic 
effect, inadvertently calming my mind. Finishing 
my bootleg puzzle, I wasn’t too picky about what to 
listen to; I randomly picked a song, which managed 
to spur the flow of time with a tempo. 

Before I realised it, bus number eight had finally 
arrived. I stepped on board, almost losing my 
balance when it started off before I had managed to 
get a seat. I peeked through the windows as it 
entered an arched tunnel up ahead; two lanes were 
lit by the yellow light that radiated from the 
overhanging lanterns. 
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I distracted myself with observing the cars 
driving by us; I particularly noticed a silver sedan 
and a red coupe. Hadn’t they passed by two times 
already? Moreover, were we even moving at all? 1 
became incrementally anxious as I stared around 
me; that same coupe once more, followed by a 
yellow van, passed by. The closer I looked, the 
more I noticed a lack of variety. It was always the 
silver sedan first, the yellow van second and the red 
coupe third, and I could attest that there were four 
other vehicles stuck in this endless loop. Am I stuck 
here until the end of time? 


I turned around to get a better view of what was 
behind the bus. I couldn’t see the entrance where 
we'd entered, only the asphalt road with a looming 
darkness from both back and front, surrounding us. 

Do my eyes deceive me, or is it crawling slowly 
towards here? \ had to calm down. A paranoid 
episode was something I would definitely be better 
off without. I stared at the plastic seat in front of 
me, pulling my hoodie over to cover my head as 
much as possible. 

I monitored my breath; inhaling and exhaling 
with a precise interval. Suddenly, I noticed the bus 
had stopped. I looked up in curiosity again, 
glimpsing the natural light outside from where we 
had stopped, which was an interstice between the 
two tunnels. 
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There is no way in hell I can carry on with this 
race. God knows how long that second tunnel right 
up ahead will be. I can’t stay here; I can see them 
in there. If I enter, I won’t ever leave, I panicked in 
my head. J swear I can see a looming shadow 
lurking in both tunnels, eagerly waiting to devour 
me should I decide to enter. 

Nope. U hastily grabbed my bag and rushed out of 
the bus, up to the staircase ahead. The area was 
mostly unfamiliar, but judging by the fact it was 
about four stops away from Central, I shouldn’t be 
too far off. Right up the stairs, I could see the 
industrial factory-turned-club Citadel up ahead. 
From that landmark alone, I knew I wasn’t any 
further than twenty minutes from Central. All I had 
to do was cross the street and pass the alley in- 
between the modern flats to the left. The hexagonal 
tiles under my feet morphed from crimson 
honeycombs into an irregularly coloured carpet. 
Everything around me started breathing again, and 
the buildings tilted over; odd trapezoids and fluid 
geometry, a welcome change to the eerie 
hallucinations of the tunnel. 

“Cross the street to the canal and it’s straight 
from there ...” | murmured under my breath, before 
stepping onto the pier. At least this part was familiar 
to me. I kept my eyes to the ground, but I couldn’t 
lose the feeling that I was being watched. It wasn’t 
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limited to the stares; I could swear I was at the 
centre of susurration. 

“Look at him,” 1 heard a whisper from behind 
me. I disgruntledly looked around, wanting to know 
who had said that, but no one was remotely in my 
vicinity. Is my mind playing tricks on me? 

I increased my pace, noticing the streets 
becoming busier as I got closer to the station. The 
crowd increased my paranoia of being monitored 
twofold. Two passers-by looked at me as I walked 
by them, giving judgemental glares while their 
mouths remained shut, but I could hear them talking 
about me. 

“Filth,” one would utter. 

“Aren't you ashamed of yourself?” another 
would berate. 

I instantly turned to the two pedestrians, whom 
both had their backs to me, not conversing amongst 
themselves as I looked at their black coats. From the 
right shoulder of the man on the left, a small eye 
appeared out of the fabric, and aimlessly stared 
around. This wasn’t what frightened me, however, 
as those black coats paled in comparison to the 
looming darkness up ahead, slowly but surely 
encroaching me. While it was at the far end of the 
street, I could see it had spread over the entire 
horizon, all the way to the other end of the canal. 
Did it follow me, all the way from the tunnel? 
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All around and in-between, eyes of various sizes 
had sprouted up; from the sides of lamp posts, to the 
mirrors of parked cars, with the same haphazard 
stares and glares all around. 

I had to move away from all of it, as fast as I 
could; Central should be around ten minutes away 
by this point. I increased my pace. That slight rise in 
tempo made it feel as if I was being dragged into 
the limelight; stared at even more by all of the other 
pedestrians, brutally assailing me with their 
vindictive but silent divulgence. 

“Using drugs? On a day like this?” 

“Such a lost cause ...” an older voice sighed with 
pity, interlaced with contempt. 

“Hah, look at that junkie!” another cackled. 

I began to walk faster and faster; until suddenly 
pigeons and pedestrians alike had stopped dead in 
their tracks, only to stare at me. I can’t stand it, 
make it stop! | pushed my way through the frozen 
mob while keeping my head down, but the glares 
from behind me were like a fishing line trying to 
reel me in, urging me to look back. It became 
unbearable; and finding myself unable to resist any 
longer, I turned, seeing towering horrors stepping 
forth from the dark that was now no further than 
fifty-five feet away. Their baleful visages lurked 
inauspiciously; lumbering beasts with a hundred 
eyes. It is them, them who are whispering these 
thousands of lies about me! 
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“Trash!” 

“Look at him.” 

“What a wretch.” 

At least five — no, seven — walked out of the 
umbra, their eyes aimed in all directions like their 
smaller brethren that littered the streets; constantly 
tracking, observing, and watching these lumbering 
beasts approach me slowly left me petrified. 

Abruptly, they ceased moving forward, standing 
in a perfect line, one to another. I noticed a single 
eye above the manhole below me, shifting its gaze 
directly towards me. A second, from the brown 
bricks of the apartment across the street to my right. 
A third, a seventh, until all of the oculi of the 
grotesque giants simultaneously turned towards me, 
marching forward again, and this time, a voice 
accompanied their steps: Prey. 

Stupefied, I stared straight at the imminent 
menace. 

“Run!” a voice screamed into my ears; its 
deafening roar broke me free from my snare. 

And I did, with all the fibres in my body I ran. I 
bustled and dashed, through the frozen masses of 
the streets, all whilst feeling the menace enclosing 
on me, almost breathing down my neck. I sprinted 
on, as I knew that even looking around could cost 
me my head; they were close, cantering on all fours 
like predators onto their victim. One second, one 
mistake and they'll trample me, consume me! 
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I rushed with the speed of a bullet: Never before 
was I as agile as I was now. I had almost reached 
the station, almost! | ran up the small incline in 
front of the northern entrance, but to my horror, I 
realised that the darkness was boxing me in. Those 
horrid harbingers were waiting for me, trapping me 
like a rat. 

I spotted a tunnel to my left, and not a fraction of 
a second was spent in consideration before I fled 
towards the underpass as fast as my body could 
endure. The tiles on the walls vacillated between 
cyan and blue among the flickering lights above; the 
darkness had almost encroached me from both 
sides. 

Before I could reach the end of the tunnel, the 
shadows again outpaced me, and were waiting for 
me at the other end, but hope was not yet lost; there 
was one open entrance to the right. Just run, damn 
it! 

There was not enough time to adjust my velocity 
for the turn; I slammed into the wall to break my 
speed before continuing my sprint. Hands were 
coming forth from those deceiving surfaces, 
reaching out to me. I couldn’t let them grab me; / 
was almost at the exit! 1 dashed out, greeted by the 
luminescence of the morning sky again, but it was a 
shallow victory. 

They had been waiting for me, all along. They 
ominously stared down as they encircled me in 
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perfect symmetry. Closer and closer they came, as if 
they were the iris constricting a terrified pupil. I 
searched for an escape, but there was no way out. 

One of the caliginous colossi broke out of 
formation, stepping forward to face me directly, 
putting its head directly in front of mine. From his 
centremost oculus, a white lotus petal bloomed forth 
from the whites of its eyes. It spread to the adjacent 
seven, before spreading further to the eyes next to 
those, as the ones after. Amidst the petals a face 
blossomed, one exceptionally familiar, with 
unmistakeable fair skin and emerald green eyes. It 
was her, my dear sister, looking at me with a tearful 
expression and a sorrowful smile. A hand extended 
out to me, but rather than a coarse, glistening claw, 
it was her small, tender hand that was reaching 
towards me. I closed my eyes as it got closer to me. 
She’s not real; it’s all a ploy to get you, I thought, 
as I felt the darkness envelop me, her cold fingers 
caressing my cheeks, as if the eye of the storm had 
closed its eyelids down on me. 

“Viktor?” a voice called to me from the distance. 
“Viktor, is that you?” it sounded again. I fearfully 
opened my eyes to inspect what was around me, 
terrified of the hulking beasts. 

“Christ’s sake, my boy, why haven’t you been 
answering your phone?!” It was my father, 
approaching me. 
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“Are you real?” I trembled with a shiver, as I 
stepped back, up against the brick wall behind me. 

“What are you talking about?” he said, with a 
glimmer of confusion showing in his eyes. 

“No, you’re one of them, you’re just trying to 
trick me!” I panted and shuddered. 

“What is wrong with you, son? What’s 
happened?” 

““W-Why are you here?” I stammered. 

“You called asking me to pick you up an hour 
ago! Have you been taking drugs?” he asked. “Just 
come with me, all will be okay, the car is just 
around the corner.” 

“O-Okay,” I acquiesced, and followed him to 
where he had parked his car. I fearfully examined 
my surroundings. Are they still around? 

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” 

“No, no hospital please. I-I’Il be alright.” 

On our way back, the road appeared to be 
inversed. All of the buildings that I remembered 
being on the left side of the road were on the right, 
and that same inversion is what I felt deep inside. 
Why did I even say those words to John? Why was I 
like that? While I had promised to visit his 
performance, I knew I wouldn’t keep to it, even 
before that fiasco had occurred. 

Ultimately, I wanted to leave that place due to 
the sheer volume of embarrassment I felt in relation 
to him. I couldn’t possibly hope to face him again in 
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the future, and even if I had wanted to, I had no 
right to. In all our interactions, I had thought only 
about myself. I neglected his pleas; that he was 
more than able to handle himself when we went to 
the petrol station. Instead, I tarnished his values as a 
human being, purely so I could fulfil my petty pride 
in assisting a disabled person. And that’s all I saw 
him as, a disabled person. It all revolved around my 
petty self; the acts of charity, even the pretentious 
generosity when I paid for my friends, it was all 
largesse. I was filth that pretended to be grace from 
the heavens. 

I was not that, far even from a feather of an 
angel’s wing. Despite my personality being nothing 
but plumes and pride, it was all baseless. 


Chapter 26: Requesting Restitution 


Henceforth, I lived a hermit’s life. I only 
sporadically stayed in touch with Frederick, Peter 
and my parents. I didn’t go to college, remaining 
absent for every lecture and seminar. Equally, the 
nightly oasis of ecstatic establishments did not 
charm me any longer. The only substance I would 
touch was the occasional ibuprofen, provided that I 
had a nagging headache. 

The more I shut myself in, the more reason I 
found for doing so. Michael and another bunch of 
so-called friends had never bothered to ask how I 
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was doing. Perhaps I was too critical, but every 
waking day, the superficiality of the humanity that I 
knew gained detail and some abstinence was all it 
took. That’s what it was to me: a world filled with 
people exactly like myself. 

From time to time, I travelled down to hang 
around with Peter, and only conversed with 
Frederick through online chats. They were the 
closest thing I had to my own concept of friends, 
whatever the hell that was, really. Why did that twat 
Peter even decide to live three hours away from 
Hircester? 

Secluded from the world, I traded one addiction 
for another. I became entrenched in a digital drug 
that I used to indulge in during my childhood. Once 
more, I poured countless hours into conquering 
virtual landscapes, finishing title after title. It only 
sated me for a little while, and I quickly became fed 
up with the banality of cemented storylines and 
primitive A.I. I needed something with more 
substance, and as such, I stumbled on an 
MMORPG*, and it was equally as potent as 
MDMA or LSD. 

It numbed me more than morphine and was 
certainly more stimulating than any amphetamine. 
A payment wall instead of a dealer, giving you a 
small edge in that world with some self- 
gratification. Often had I read about the dangers of 
addictions: gambling, narcotics and, of course, their 
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new sibling, gaming, which I laughingly brushed 
off, but I can attest that it is a unique addiction, and 
not many people will fall prone to it to the extent 
that you may call them true addicts like a heroin 
jockey riding the horse. Not everyone is as 
vulnerable, a maxim that extends to all addictions. 

Some might argue that the answer to 
susceptibility lies embedded in their genetics, but 
personalities would be more accurate, or rather, the 
absence of them. I felt nothing inside of me; it was a 
barren pit with some eroded ambitions. That’s why 
I was hooked: I found purpose in the constant 
upstream and downstream of stimulating and 
intoxicating data. Despite being naught but pixels 
projected on a screen, I did interact with real 
people, competing against other real people. 

The veil was thin when it came to the definition 
of reality, but we all know that there is someone 
that controls the avatars we play with. In victory, I 
found comfort and in defeat I found purpose. 

I was better than someone else. I had proof, and 
that proof was the only thing that could convince 
me that I wasn’t the lowest of dregs. 

I rallied people together, making a thriving group 
as we collectively reached our goals. People 
depended on my leadership and I felt that was an 
achievement like no other. I gave it my all, doing 
the best I could so as to not let anyone down again. 
And in the end, it briefly made me feel real through 
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the colourful, synthetic pixels. That fantasy, 
however, force-fed through an electrical umbilical 
cord of personality, my unique USB, was nothing 
more than a fiction. 

From the moment I unplugged from my 
alternative universe, it would be reduced back to 
zero, as if I was nothing out in the real world. Such 
was the nature of my addiction, a substitute for my 
lacking identity, aided by a keyboard and a twenty- 
two-inch monitor. 

Waking up in the afternoon, I’d skip straight to 
lunch. I booted up my identity as I filled my bowl of 
cornflakes, glued to the screen with its viscosity, 
only letting go of me whenever I became too tired 
to continue. 

I would sleep from two in the morning until one 
in the afternoon, with the only light I saw being of 
the synthetic variety, transmitting an artistic 
rendition under a skybox of the virtual world I 
roamed like a sovereign. The fact that this was 
indeed problematic, however, did not elude me 
entirely. I noticed how my circadian rhythm was 
spiralling out of control; three until two, four until 
three, eventually even as late as seven in the 
morning until five in the afternoon, with the dawn 
signalling me that it was time to go to bed. 

I didn’t care. I had a purpose now, people that 
depended on me. My small group, which initially 
started out as five complete strangers, was now a 
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band of tight companions. It all started out with no 
voices heard, only their text in chat bars. I searched 
for more to join us, welcoming everyone, all with 
success. The merry band continue to grow, 
increasing the number of people that relied on me. I 
became pickier with the people I admitted, allowing 
only the dedicated and capable to join us. At this 
point I started to become gradually attached. As the 
numbers started to exceed fifty, even one hundred, 
that’s when it had gripped me to its fullest. Every 
day, my life was dedicated to ensuring our success 
in that digital environment. Brokering deals with 
competitors, cooperating with certain groups, or 
even aggressively combatting them. At one point, I 
was more occupied with filling in spreadsheets, 
planning events and talking to confidants and 
willing recruits than I was committed to actual 
gameplay. It had turned into a full-time job, and 
boy, I was a workaholic. 

No matter how much you fight it, you’ ll 
eventually have to sleep. It was the only thing that I 
truly disliked. Not only did I feel as tired on waking 
as I had before going to bed, but falling asleep was 
an exhausting task all of its own. I’d stare at the 
ceiling for hours on end, hoping for the time to 
finally arrive so that I could doze off. Both the 
singing of birds and dawning of the sun seen from 
the corner of my eye as I lay in bed — I can’t 
describe the mental demoralisation of that. 
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The blinds might keep out the light, and earplugs 
block out the sound of the chirping, but you still 
know that something is wrong, terribly so. You rise, 
not sleep, at daylight. 

If not for the songs of the birds, or the rays of the 
sun, it would have been my own mind torturing me 
even more. All of the things that I didn’t want to 
hear or see, as if some villainous little brat was 
pestering me on purpose, harassing me without end 
by constantly making me aware of every tribulation 
in my life. “Do you remember that moment when 
you made a fool out of yourself?” Yes, thank you, 
dear soul of mine, I just wanted to think about that. 

I knew all of the haunting was in my head and of 
my own making, which made it even more 
aggravating, as I was even hopeless to stop myself. 

“All will be fine,” a voice would comfort me 
occasionally. I’d prefer that one over his vexatious 
imp brother and his sneering remarks, even though 
they both had the exact same voice. 

The hopeful one, however, seemed different 
from the vexing ones, as his voice appeared to be 
almost external, despite sounding exactly like me. 
That distant voice was nothing against the nearby 
swarm, who were always responding. 

“You are useless.” 

“Even if it turns out fine, you do not deserve it.” 

Every taunt dragged me down further into a hole 
of despair for months on end. Autumn, winter, 
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spring, back into summer. I had no intention to go 
back to college. 

Good things never last, especially in my hands, 
and even the digital purpose I had was slowly 
waning. People, including myself, started to lose 
interest in the game. There was no new content to 
conquer, no new enemies to fight. We had done it 
all, five times or more. With that waning desire, the 
organisation turned derelict and, before long, all I 
had built started to crumble. I was stuck now, up to 
my neck. 

All addictions appear blissful, a haven to shelter 
you from the harsh realm which is our reality. 
Deceptively, it presents you the light you’ve 
yearned for, and henceforth, you shall remain 
dependent on its synthetic shine to guide you 
through the day. The driving reason for why there is 
reluctance in acknowledging addiction is not the 
constant craving for its faux-radiance, but the innate 
fear of the world’s perception thereof. Addiction is 
seen as a blight, and admitting you have subjected 
yourself to it, is a testimony to defeat. There is 
synonymy, not dichotomy between pride and 
shame, and thus people will blatantly reject their 
current state of disarray and lie to themselves, not 
others, to proceed in their self-destructive 
behaviour. Ignorance is bliss, after all, but once 
ignorance wades, bliss decays. Its light to be but a 
glimmer of its former self, unable to stave off the 
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dark. The more you bask in its waning 
luminescence, the more you understand you were 
coating yourself in the tars of darkness all along. 
Each cleric is arbitrary in preaching their concept of 
evil, but within the chapel that is our society, 
cardinal vices conspicuously conjoin. Be it gluttony 
or greed, you are the sole judge of darkness, and 
others serve as its jury, as only you can give the 
verdict to your own trial. A dilemma ensues; you 
are to either commit perjury, lie to the tribunal of 
your conscience that everything is fine, or you are to 
accept your sentence: confront the law that an 
object in motion stays in motion, and brace yourself 
for the impact that you have been running from. 

When you fall into a hole, your first question 
should be to thoroughly analyse how you ended up 
in that predicament. Was it careless walking? Did I 
perhaps trip over something I didn’t notice? More 
often than not, you can leave through the same way 
you entered, even if some acrobatics are required. 

It’s not that easy with the mind, as there is no 
hole, unless you decide to end it all by having it 
penetrated with a bullet or a hatchet. If there was a 
hole, then all of the barking that was taking place 
inside, a menacing Cerberus that was keeping me 
down, would have escaped through it. 

I’d say with honesty that if it was the 
neighbour’s dog that had voiced itself to such a 
maddening extent, I’d have slammed it down with a 
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shovel with an elegant swing or seventy-eight. Hell, 
occasionally I’d even want to slam myself down 
with one. It’s not comparable to a regular hole, and 
the ones that make that daft allegory should be put 
down in one. 

It is a disease, a body-crippling, soul-eating 
disease. Like a fever or an infection, it slowly builds 
up to the point where it incapacitates you. Oh, it’s 
just a cough, it’ll blow over in a few days. But those 
coughs can grow worse and worse. Cancer? 
Pulmonary oedema? Perhaps bronchitis? /’// see a 
doctor in a couple of days, 'd wheeze due to the 
liquid in my lungs. Soon, there’d be no strength to 
even reach for the phone and ask for help. 
Procrastination, almost to a pathological extent, is 
an incubator. 

“T’ll try to change everything tomorrow.” 

“Next summer, I’ll probably be ready for college 
again.” 

Tomorrow never comes, and that tomorrow 
makes a man indifferent. You can’t live tomorrow 
now, so now you can’t live at all. 

Obviously, there are differences between mental 
and physical conditions. One can argue that if you 
were to break your leg, you couldn’t proclaim the 
very next day that the broken tissue had completely 
regenerated. You’re welcome to try and prove me 
wrong, but between us, I doubt you possess any 
superhuman regenerative abilities. It would be a 
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blatant lie; absurd and impossible, but as they say: 
go break a leg. 

Depression, however, lies within the mind. You 
are cured of your depression the moment you think 
you are, and no one can argue against that. It’s as 
simple as that, although not quite. When is a broken 
bone deemed healed, exactly? When the fracture is 
completely sealed, or when it’s strong enough to 
support itself again? At least some movement is 
allowed in the latter case, so why would a mental 
condition be any different? 

You cannot suffer from depression for a day no 
more than your leg could be broken for a single day. 
Surely, you can be glum and sad for a fortnight, but 
a grain of sand does not make a beach. Even 
mourning, like I did with my sister, does not 
translate into depression. There is no sadness. There 
is nothing. 

So, where does the difference lie? One is mental, 
while the other one is physical. Sure, the mind is all 
a reaction of our anatomy, but with the current 
abstract of neurology, the mind is similar to how 
Perun or Thor used to be the heralds of thunder. 

There’s currently an implicit boundary: you 
cannot cure that broken leg with your mind, so why 
would you try to cure your broken mind with 
something physical? But there is medicine for our 
synaptic interactions, receptors, neurotransmitters, 
yada yada! True, like there’s no subtlety to our 
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solutions. Maybe in a couple of decades, when we 
possess enough knowledge of our entire systems, 
then I could perhaps agree with such a statement. 

We still don’t know what causes it, only a few 
details. A slight dopamine deficiency? Let’s 
bombard the system, then! At least we’ll get one 
symptom out of the way, temporarily. Haven’t we 
moved past the dreadful age of lobotomy, only for 
chemical variants to take chunks off our minds? By 
no means am I an authority to lecture anyone about 
the use of psychoactive drugs, as that would be 
hypocritical, but the road ahead is a long one. 

Psychoactive narcotics as treatment are but a 
mere extension or supplement of the mind, rather 
than a sustainable cure. One with ADHD should be 
able to live without his Ritalin, not depend on it. I 
support its use wholly, lest they don’t collapse with 
its absence. 

I won’t argue that Prozac, Citalopram, Zoloft and 
a bunch of other pharmaceutical edibles don’t ease 
the troubled mind for a little while. It’s a large step 
from separating someone’s prefrontal cortex with a 
large pick, but it’s far from a cure, as much as 
diazepam to ALS is, at least. 

It’s palliative, nothing more. The symptoms will 
resurface as soon as you stop taking it. I know for a 
fact that depressions can be cured, which is why I 
surmise that antidepressants might curb one’s desire 
and passion to be healed as they roam in limbo. 
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I tried to reason about it, but I always returned to 
the conclusion that the issue within my mind was 
created by my own mind; something that got 
tangled up. Perhaps it was an emotion I didn’t know 
how to express, or something I tried to forget. I 
knew that there was a purpose to the distress my 
mind had caused, working tirelessly on solving it. It 
was akin to looking for a memory of a needle in all 
of the haystacks I could remember, not even 
knowing if I was in fact looking for a needle. 

Through my search, the days would start to feel 
longer and longer. I had to solve things one step at a 
time. Rectifying my abomination of a sleeping 
schedule would be a good start. I tried getting up 
early by setting my alarm to seven sharp, but 
waking outside of my corrupted circadian rhythm 
would make me feel horribly nauseous, to an extent 
that I had to vomit. After four days of forcing out 
the bile in my empty stomach, enough was enough. 

I went out and searched for help; several doctors 
in fact told me that I was physically in prime 
condition. 

Do healthy young men vomit when they wake up? 
Id think, as the results certainly didn’t do me any 
good. Through some sick and deluded way, hearing 
that I’d been diagnosed with cancer would have 
given me comfort. At least then I’d have had a 
reason for why everything seemed like a living hell. 
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I stayed over at my parents during the holiday 
week in order to celebrate Christmas, lying to them 
that everything was going alright and that my 
studies had never been better. It was an opportune 
moment to visit my general practitioner again, as I 
never bothered to look for one around Hircester. 

“Have you ever considered the fact that it could 
be something psychological?” she’d suggest. And 
who knows, it was within the realm of possibility. 

“T’m a certified psychologist, so if you want to, 
we can hold an intake whenever you feel fit.” 

The first step towards healing is always the 
hardest one to take, but in the way it was presented, 
I couldn’t decline. I wanted this to be over with. 

“Can we hold one now?” I asked her. 

“Certainly, tell me what’s on your mind.” 

“T don’t know where to begin,” I said with a 
sigh, as I scratched the tip of my nose. “As you 
know, my sleeping schedule is completely out of 
hand. I have given up my social life, or any life for 
that matter.” 

“How does that make you feel?” 

“Empty?” I acknowledged, as I looked her in the 
eyes, not even certain about the answer myself. 

“You said you had given up on any life, what did 
you mean by that?” 

“Ah, I gave up my studies, it’s not like I’m my 
sister.” 

“What is it about your sister?” 
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“T feel like I’m living constantly in her shadow. 
She was smart, she was kind. What am I, though? 
Some reject junkie who can’t do anything right? 
When she was my age, she was about to graduate 
magna cum laude. Magna! Can you imagine that? It 
would’ve been better if I took her place, instead.” 

“Took her place where?” she asked. 

“In the grave,” I replied perfunctorily. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, when did it happen?” 

“Second of January, six years ago. Heart attack, 
out of the blue.” 

“T can imagine that must’ve dealt quite a blow.” 

“More to my folks than it did to me, really.” 

“Speaking of your parents, how’s your 
relationship with them?” 

“Good, I wouldn’t know what I’d do if they 
weren’t there,” I admitted. “Well, I still have my 
parents. Like I said, I don’t have much of a social 
life anymore. Even if I did, they wouldn’t care.” 

“This might be a troubling question, but do you 
sometimes think of death?” she asked. 

‘Death? Yeah, but ... I can’t leave them. I don’t 
think my parents would pull through such grief a 
second time. Not after what happened to my sister.” 

With those words said, her eyes darted to the 
ground for a second, inhaling softly, yet audibly, 
before looking back at me again. 

“Viktor ... I would very much like to help you, 
but from what you have told me, I think it would be 
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a good idea if I set up an appointment with a 
psychiatrist instead,” she implored. 

“Tf you think that’s best for me ...” 

“Do you have any preference, as in a location?” 

“The closer, the better.” 

“T guess that would be Sutherham then? You’ll 
get an email today considering the appointment.” 

Instead of saying that somewhere around 
Hircester would be better, I silently nodded. 

“Thank you, take care, Viktor,” she said, smiling 
supportively. 

I checked my emails in the early hours of that 
evening, and found out that they had scheduled me 
in on the following Tuesday morning at eleven. 
Eleven, as if they were mocking me. Life was 
uneventful in general, so the day arose quickly. I 
woke up to the alarm ringing. I wasn’t even feeling 
tired: I was feeling like human waste. I couldn’t go 
today; I didn’t have the strength. I didn’t even 
bother to call off the appointment, as I returned 
back to sleep. 

I repeated this specific cycle of making an 
appointment and not showing up at least two times 
before they scheduled me in at 13:00, on Monday. 

I was back at my apartment in Hircester by now 
and months had already gone by since I was 
supposed to have my original appointment, but 
dates meant naught to me. I still had to wake up 
around the same time as the previous appointment. 
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No, I had to wake up even earlier, since I had to 
travel from Hircester to Sutherham first while 
praying everything would run on time, which I 
knew wasn’t going to happen during winter. 

Once more, the alarm woke me up. The night 
before I had been convincing myself that I should 
not, under any circumstances, miss this 
appointment. As soon as I woke up, I was doing the 
exact opposite. I made any excuse I could think of. 
Surely, I found many, but this time I accepted none. 

I put on the first pair of clothes I could find and 
set off to the train station. I was surprised that there 
was only a five-minute delay, knowing how 
obstinate public transportation usually could be at 
that time of year. Not used to the train being 
crowded, as I always travelled outside of rush hour, 
I was terrified. When I heard someone laugh, they 
were probably laughing at me. Everyone was 
standing too close, there was no space. I desperately 
need some space. 

I held my eyes closed while I listened only to the 
music. “Next stop: Burtham south. If you’re using 
our TravelChip, please do not forget to check out,” 
a voice announced. Two more stops. I had to endure 
two more. 

After enduring what seemed to be a perpetual 
state of limbo on the cacophonous caravan, I 
entered the warm hospital halls of Sutherham’s Red 
Cross. For some inexplicable reason, I halted for a 
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brief second. It wasn’t because I was aimless 
regarding directions, even though in actuality, I 
was. No, it was for the odd sensation that someone, 
somewhere in the wards of this compound must 
have passed away to take my spot in the second- 
class cabins of yet another infernal train, lest they 
held no ticket of vice, to which they would be 
seated first class. Fare beating, if you ask me; and 
it’s a vice of its own. I guess that’s why the second- 
class cabins are always overcrowded, compared to 
the devoid chairs over at first. I could still envision 
the blue, unblemished and polished leather 
glittering with everlasting splendour. For the whole 
cramped ordeal, I uncomfortably stood at the gates 
of the gangway bellows, which separated the 
clustered crowd from serendipitous solitude. What if 
I just sat there? I'd think wishfully. Even now, I 
continue to contemplate on taking my place on 
those comfortable chairs in peace, even if it’s not 
within my rights to do so. The windows alone were 
ample reason; as instead of gawking through glass 
that showed my desire for a more comfortable trip, 
I’d be observing the candour of the environment, 
absent of the ruckus of a raucous crowd. Only the 
simple, yet elegant symphony of bogies and wheels 
against strings of steel. My father had fostered his 
adoration for ever since he heard its orchestra 
during his childhood in Chardzhou, and I 
understood why. Perhaps that’s why I couldn’t 
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stand the cramped second-class cabins; that aside 
from having little space to move or breathe, the 
mechanical melody would be supressed by the 
piercing shrieks of a 40-so-year-old crone on the 
phone, as she lets Nancy, along with all other 
passengers aboard, know how her day was. During 
peak hours, there would be four of those individuals 
at the very least; which caused my heart-rate to 
unprecedented levels, as a concoction of loud 
causerie, constriction and anxiety trumped the 
tachycardia caused by any recreational drug, thus 
truly honouring its moniker of peak-hour. 
Furthermore, I realised that along the hellish ride, 
there was not a single guard present to ask me for 
my ticket. Perhaps I should sit down on those 
leather chairs on my way home? 

“Hey there, can I perhaps help you?” an older 
woman asked from behind the reception desk, 
crashing my train of thought, before I could make a 
decision. 

“Hi, err ... [have an appointment with Dr Heller 
at one?” I spoke softly, trying my best to avoid any 
eye contact with the woman. 

“Heller, that’s psychiatry, right?” she said, to 
which I nodded in reply. 

“Alright, that’s ward B. Go straight from here 
and you’ll find it.” 

I thanked her with a silent smile before heading 
off to my appointment, anxiously taking a seat in 
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the waiting room of the psychiatry section. I noticed 
two well-groomed men in equally immaculate white 
aprons, having a lively conversation in the hallway. 

I couldn’t make up what the redheaded fellow 
was telling his colleague excitedly, but I mildly 
panicked when I realised that I had caught their 
attention. The second man, a slender, brown-haired 
individual, broke off his conversation with his co- 
worker and approached me. 

“Excuse me, are you Mr Agustin by any 
chance?” he asked me, 

“T-That’s me,” I stuttered, as I stood up. 

“Please come in,” he said, holding the door open 
with one hand while extending his other to 
introduce himself. “Jason Heller, my pleasure,” he 
said, smiling. 

“Viktor, thank you,” I replied to the formality. 

Stepping inside, I wondered why they had 
painted the room with the gloomy colour it was in. 
It makes me wonder if they treat claustrophobic 
patients in a compartment of a couple of square feet. 

I sat down, timidly looking around me. Even 
though there was a desk between us, the distance 
between us still felt too close. I felt somewhat 
comfortable with my GP, as I had been visiting her 
practice for every little ailment since I was a child. 
This man, however? Like any stranger, he made me 
feel nervous. 
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“I’m seeing that you’ve missed three 
appointments before coming to this one. Can I ask 
you why you didn’t show up?” Dr Heller started off 
in a calm voice. The question immediately put me 
on edge, as if there was a malign inquisitiveness to 
his tone. 

“T-I was busy,” I stammered, struggling to find a 
proper excuse, making me feel ashamed for some 
absurd, unknown reason. I blushed and couldn’t 
look him directly in the face while saying that, or 
anything for that matter. 

“Hmm, okay. It can happen to anyone. Let’s get 
started,” he remarked. I gulped at his response; what 
did he mean with that? Is he judging me for coming 
late? Perhaps it was a bad idea that I even sought 
help in the first place. 

“So, Viktor, what’s the reason you have decided 
to come here?” he asked me. To my surprise, I 
didn’t feel any reluctance to speak to him. 

“T ... [don’t know anymore. I don’t even care 
about being happy, but all just seems to be like ... 
like pointless effort,” I sighed, only briefly looking 
into the doctor’s dark eyes. “It’s ... as if every day 
is no different from the one before,” I continued. 
“Everything feels the same, really. Even when I’m 
hungry, making food is too much effort. Putting it 
into my mouth, chewing it, swallowing it, it’s just 
so much effort ...” 
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Finishing my sentence, I looked at the ground 
again, noticing clumps of dust cropping around the 
aluminium desk leg. Alongside the dust, the blinds 
cast off stripes of shadow, making the floor that 
surrounded the coned leg look like a mechanical 
zebra’s fur. 

“Are you currently employed or studying?” the 
doctor inquired in a monotone voice. 

“N-No. I am only studying,” I responded, even 
though in reality I hadn’t opened a course book in 
ages. 

“Ah, what course, and where?” 

“St Elias University in Hircester. Currently 
working on my baccalaureate for international 
relations.” 

“How is that going for you?” 

“Well, terrible,” I sighed. “I can’t find the 
motivation to do anything.” 

“Can you think of why?” the doctor asked. 

“Can I think of why?” Oh, I sure can. What is 
the point, even? I thought to myself. That after 
finally finishing my education, I would maybe, just 
maybe, have a small chance at obtaining some shit 
Job while only being left with enough energy and 
emotion to yell at stagnant traffic? No, I don’t want 
to put on that blue suede slave collar every day. I 
don’t want to vomit every morning. I don’t want to 
work nine to five for weeks on end, day in, day out. 

Every. 
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Single. 

Day. 

Until the only rest I'll have will be in a coffin. 1 
wouldn’t exactly tell him what was on my mind 
now. I didn’t have the audacity. 

“T sleep from six in the morning up until five in 
the evening if I don’t put on any alarm,” I said 
instead. 

“Eleven hours? That’s quite a long period,” he 
said, perplexed, as if I wasn’t aware of that myself. 
“T don’t know why either. I went to a sleeping 

centre, and all seemed A-okay ... Someone 
suggested that it could all be psychological ...” 

“We can’t exclude that, so what do you think lies 
at the core?” he inquired. 

“T ... [honestly don’t know,” I quavered. J’m 
sure that If I did know, I would not even be here in 
the first place. 

“Can you tell me a bit more about your past; did 
you have a good childhood and such?” 

“Yeah, I ... I think I had a good childhood,” I 
admitted. “Everything made sense around then. My 
parents did their best, they still do ... Then there 
was my sister. She was a blast to have around, just 
her laugh alone could cheer anyone up ...” I 
simpered prudishly at my nostalgia. 

“How is your relationship with your sister now?” 

“She passed away.” 

“T’m sorry to hear that. When did it happen?” 


Page | 395 


“Around six years ago, and on my mother’s 
birthday at that,” I said, while letting out a soft, 
cynical chuckle. Out of all of the days, it had to be 
on that one. 

“I’m sorry for your loss, Viktor,” the shrink 
intoned with fake sympathy. “From what I heard, 
your relations with her were good, right?” he 
sympathetically conveyed. 

“Yeah, they were great,” I nodded. 

“She was a wonderful person and, could get 
along with anyone — even with a brat like me,” I 
divulged laconically, taking a deep breath. 

“T can remember she always helped me with my 
homework, forcing me to do my best at school,” I 
added, almost whisperingly. 

“Ts she often on your mind?” he asked. 

“All the time; no day goes by when I don’t think 
of her. She was so much better than I was; she 
looked better, was smarter than I am. She had her 
life sorted. And then there’s me, constantly walking 
in her shadow, but that would be an insult to her 
shadow.” I awkwardly laughed as I neurotically 
pinched the middle of my palm. 

At that moment, I lost all the anxiety I had 
brought into that room, as I coldly looked the 
therapist in the eyes. 

“You know,” I started with a blank expression on 
my face. 
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“T’m not even sure by now whether I should love 
her or hate her. My parents are probably ashamed of 
me; that I never even got close to what she was. She 
was their favourite and it should’ve been me in the 
ground; that way it’d be easier for everyone,” I 
lamented, spilling out my heart. 

“T understand her passing having been very 
painful for you. How did all of you process it?” 

“T just ... didn’t want to believe it,” I replied, 
shaking my head. “And the hardest part was that I 
had to. It was painful, but I managed, somehow. My 
parents had a rougher time coping than I did. My 
mother, for instance, well ... she found her answer 
at the bottom of a bottle.” 

“How did that impact on you?” 

“Well ... It was my father who couldn’t stand 
seeing her drunk. They’d often fight and argue, 
almost every day, while I’d be holed up in my own 
room all the time. All those days of yelling at each 
other cost him, though, as he had a stroke later that 
year, on my birthday no less,” I answered, suddenly 
feeling overwhelmed by a bout of anger. 

“That year,” I almost growled, clenching my 
teeth, “that same goddamn year ... as if our 
birthdays were some fucking catastrophe-bingo.” 

“Ts your father alright now?” 

“Oh, he managed. He got back on his feet pretty 
fast. It all got calmer and better over time.” 

“How was school back then?” 
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“T didn’t really have any motivation. I don’t 
know how I managed to get the grades that’d allow 
me to enrol. Overall, I really disliked my time 
there.” 

“How about your friends and social life?” 

“Back then? It wasn’t anything special. I was 
invited to parties and got along well enough with 
people, but I never really stood out in any way.” 

“Would you call yourself confident?” 

“T would be lying if I said I was, but more than I 
was back then.” 

“What would you attribute that change to?” 
“Well, during high school I asked a couple of 
girls out, and they both rejected me. It made me feel 
insecure about my looks, thinking I was some kind 

of freak. When I started college, I somehow 
convinced myself that I had no reason to be self- 
conscious and that everything could be better. And 
it actually was better. I met a great girl, started 
clubbing and fooled around with some drugs. All of 
it was nothing short of amazing.” 

“Drugs, you say? What sort of drugs did you 
use?” 

“T tried ecstasy, cocaine and ketamine.” I 
deliberately chose to limit it to that, as the actual list 
would be a tiny bit longer. 

“Why did you decide to do drugs?” 

“Why not? I was always open to new 
experiences. A classmate offered it to me to try 
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when he introduced me to that particular type of 
nightlife.” 

“You seem like a smart kid; didn’t you think of 
the risks involved?” he admonished. 

“Excuse me?” I replied, mildly agitated. 

“The drugs you used; didn’t you think about the 
dangers involved? They’re usually concocted by 
some amateur chemists in some shady loft with 
cheap alembics and whatnot. Without knowing 
much about the drugs, were you just willingly 
putting poison into your own body?” he said. 

I don’t know what happened to me, but 
something within me wasn’t going to take that. 
“Thank you, doctor, you’ve opened my eyes. I’ll go 
buy five bottles of Rum and be a healthy man from 
now on. It’s a shame there aren’t any reliable tests 
or locations that can check the purity of your 
drugs,” I sarcastically remarked. 

“Nevertheless, why would you—” 

“Why would I be a daft junkie, you mean?” I 
interrupted him. 

“That’s not—” 

“So, even you think she’s better than me, huh? 
Everyone thinks that,” I sneered. 

“Mr Augustin, please sit down.” 

“Fuck off, you clown,” I snarled at him one final 
time, before leaving the room. He probably doesn’t 
care anyway. Less workload for his nine to five. 
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Chapter 27: Temet Nosce 


Various people have various diets. Some can’t 
begin their day without a warm glass of milk, some 
can’t see a dinner plate if it has no kale, and I once 
shared an amphetamine diet with a French fellow 
named Jean-Paul, although I couldn’t quite swallow 
one of his famous sentiments: if you ’re lonely when 
you're by yourself, you are in bad company. 
Whether it were amphetamines that forced his 
verbatim, or my abstention from them, it wasn’t 
particularly so that I felt alone, but rather that I 
found myself to be in bad company instead. I wish I 
could skip this chapter in my life, consisting out of 
naught but talking to my only companion, but I 
didn’t know myself well enough to have an idea to 
which page of the calendar I should turn. 

At the very least, I’d gained the insight that 
if I wanted to sort my own issues out, I had to do it 
by myself. I was filled with nihilism; it was only 
natural after a dip in those proverbial endless pits. 
We continually adapt to our environment. It doesn’t 
matter if the environment is real or projected, as 
thoughts of darkness will always bring about the 
dark. There had to be some logical answer as to 
why I was stuck in that downward spiral of 
pessimism and negativity. 

I surmised that apathy was a natural response, 
like rinds are to a wound. The house that stood was 
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rickety, so down to its foundation we must go, 
tearing down floor after floor. 

The common affirmation of nihilism has a 
historically negative context. Surely, a 
mathematician would argue that it does not matter 
whether your zero bears a plus or a minus in front 
of it. Both are equal, and both symbols remain mere 
symbolism. “Nothing really matters” is a classic 
nihilistic sentence, but above that, it is a 
linguistically versatile sentence: its meaning is built 
around the speaker’s intonation. You could glumly 
murmur that “nothing really matters” and your 
intention would be clearly conveyed. However, 
were you to say the same words with a glimmer of 
excitement, you’d find yourself turning a gesture of 
defeat into a creed of ambitious ambiguity. 
“Whatever happens, I do not care, but I surely look 
forward to it,” is what you’d courageously be telling 
the world. There is indifference in both sentences as 
it erases equally the positive and the negative. 

Zero never has, and never will have an impact on 
the world despite everything having its foundation 
built upon it: zero is a state without consequence; 
that’s why it’s so comfortable for the troubled mind 
to crawl back into. In true nihilistic fashion, neither 
of the intonations truly matter past their sentiment, 
as both are one side of the same coin. What matters 
is how you will rise from it. 
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Nietzsche, who can perhaps be considered as the 
father of that indifferent nihilism, often warned the 
world about its consequences, believing it could 
become the bane of society. 

Kierkegaard, whom many years prior to 
Nietzsche laid the grounds of nihilism through a 
concept he called levelling, implied that abstraction 
would triumph over individuality; your persona 
would eventually fade away in order to allow the 
arbitrary means of modern norms and standards. It 
is omnipresent: through age, people grow less 
critical of their surroundings. It’s pointless to rebel 
and, in due time, it feels pointless to dissent. 
However, contrary to nihilism, levelling is not by 
definition meaningless. In a healthy levelling 
process, one finds their place and purpose in the 
world, accepting everything as it is. 

Levelling thus implies fate and your assimilation 
to fate, whereas nihilism implies its total rejection, 
which might be caused by an ineffective levelling 
process. As such, widespread nihilism is most likely 
a symptom of a failing society; the 
disenfranchisement of a people towards their fate, 
one they deem either too absurd or too banal to 
conform. 

Consequently, they reduce themselves to zero. 
Anything other than the present is better; it doesn’t 
matter what comes after. Nothing does. It is exactly 
why it is frightening that our subconscious decides 
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to sacrifice everything in order to rebuild something 
that is currently uncertain. It’s a tremendous risk, 
and Nietzsche did his utmost to warn us about the 
negative outcomes, but again, the choice is hardly 
ours to consciously make. 

The change itself doesn’t have to be radical 
when it comes down to the individual. He probably 
will repurpose the majority of bricks he has left 
from the demolition to rebuild his mind again, 
either making himself able to finally conform to 
levelling, or if the flaws of society are too apparent, 
will use his newfound persona to bring a change in 
the world. 

No one wants to go through the effort of change, 
society even less so. Nowadays, it is hard to tell 
whether nihilism lies in the hearts of the numerous 
masses. Like overly sweet perfumes in 17th-century 
ballrooms, the fetid smell of society is covered up 
by smiling billboards and gleeful talk shows. The 
silence and absence of strife is absolutely 
mortifying. 

It is hard to tell whether the status quo is an 
instable construct. I myself could be the unstable 
one here. Laying the blame on something as 
faceless as society is always easy to do. I do, 
however, know that something is unstable and that 
a return to nihil might grant me a desperately 
needed fresh perspective on how I envision both 
myself, the world, and my place in it. 
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It is in our nature to adapt, but what do we even 
adapt to if we can’t distinguish the blurry lines 
within our environment? You either visit your local 
optician in the hope he can help you see, or you 
make the threads visible again yourself. 

So, is it natural? Is nihilism a logical response to 
a distressed soul? Maybe, but I do know for a fact 
that in this absurd world’s economy, I’d have to sell 
my kidney to get a pair of glasses. 

I did my best to believe that one day all would 
eventually turn out well, but until then, I was bound 
to push some boulder in my head, just like 
Sisyphus, to the top of a cliff. I knew that deep 
down, even though it might not seem evident at the 
moment, there was purpose behind my state of 
mind. Even if the boulder would roll down, even if I 
had to start over again, day after day, one day it 
would end and I wouldn’t be tormenting myself by 
staring at the ceiling every night. 

And it was one of those nights again. When 
wasn’t it, really? The last time I checked the time, it 
was six in the morning. I didn’t feel any desire to 
sleep, but here I was, curled up in my bed. I looked 
up against the wall right next to me, placing my fist 
against it. It was cold to the touch and I could feel 
the small grains burying themselves into my 
knuckles. 

I tried pushing it, for no other reason than the 
sake of it. Maybe if I pushed hard enough, I would 
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be able to shatter it. I’d be free. Instead, I was a 
sleepless idiot with his fist pressed against the wall. 
If only I could stop thinking for a second, I would 
be able to fall asleep. I hadn’t quite figured out what 
the grand scheme was behind constantly 
remembering every public embarrassment I’d had; I 
convinced myself it was for the best. 

Ignoring it was equally as taxing as listening to 
it. Nevertheless, I decided to listen, only this time 
attentively. It was as if a benign inner voice 
compelled me to do so. It beckoned me to listen 
closely, and so I did. I listened to the howling from 
the depths, the howls I so feverishly sought to 
avoid, hearing the thoughts that gnawed at and 
consumed me from the inside out. “Jt dragged you 
down and drowned you in the abyss,” | heard it 
speak again. “Break free. Your mind wants you to 
think, so think. Not about the grief, nor your 
sorrow. Pick two words, two of which their sound 
pleases you. They can be any words you desire. 
Explore their possibilities, give them a story. Write 
down every word that comes to your mind 
afterwards, as each single letter will give you 
respite. Do you feel the strength as you swim 
upwards, away from the depth? Hold on to that and 
keep going. Press on until you are completely lost: 
Lost in your own thoughts and lost in your own 
world. But you are not lost. You’re exploring. 

You ’re delving into a world that you are shaping on 
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the go. Look only at the details that intrigue you. 
Venture there where your heart desires, and drift 
away in any direction, as long as you keep moving. 
They will chase you, they always will, but there’s 
nothing to fear. If the howls from down below ever 
beckon to you, remind yourself that it only takes two 
words to stave them off. In due time, you will come 
to learn that you share your grief with them. They 
call to you, not because they want to drown you, but 
because they are afraid. In reality, your words do 
not distance you from them, you do not abandon 
them. Your words soothe them, turning them docile 
and calm. You will learn that the howls and 
whispers are not your enemies. They are you, from 
the depth of your heart. And if you ever decide to 
ask yourself a question, answer politely, with two 
words. 

I asked a question, and found an answer within 
those same words. They care. I looked back at when 
I strutted the streets with nary a worry, and 
wondered why today I’d be skittish whenever I’d go 
out for groceries. Why did no one ask me how I was 
doing? Why did no one care about what was going 
on in my life? And again, those two words re- 
emerged. They care. I had to start thinking less, as 
my doubts and concerns overwhelmed to such an 
extent that I triple-guessed the affection of the 
people who did in fact care for me. The necklace I 
gave back to my father was a testimony to that fact, 
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and while I am unable to physically hold its golden 
chain in my hand, it’s there. My mother was there; 
were I actually to ask my friends, they would be 
there; and when I asked my father to pick me up 
from Cynestol, he was there. When you live your 
life without a single care in the world, you will be at 
its centre. Inversely, the pedant will find none at all. 


A touch of that sunlight: to wake me up in time 
for the solar lances to pierce the clouds and shutters 
alike, to grace my skin, to feel its warmth. It had to 
be natural, without any alarms, else it wouldn’t 
mean anything. 

While it would make the most sense to simply 
set an alarm, I was too stubborn for that: It wasn’t 
worth the nausea. In your own life you are both the 
antagonist and protagonist. For any silly reason, you 
could ardently force yourself through a more 
difficult path. If a small wooden fence blocked the 
way, you'd switch over to the other, only to find out 
it too is obstructed, but instead, it’s a large granite 
slab that blocks off the road. 

The logical solution would be to trek back a little 
and jump over the fence. Yet here is where both the 
stupidity and marvel of humanity shines through. 
Equipped with only the tools of your own mind, 
you’d zealously hack away at the rock in front of 
you. After weeks of ceaseless labour, you'd notice a 
small crack; a tiny chunk that had chipped off. It 
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makes you incandescent and certain: now that you 
hold that pebble in your hands, you know you could 
move a mountain should you desire to do so. From 
Atlas to Olympus, the stubbornness of our human 
determination makes us able to shake the world. In 
the end, it felt it was worth taking the harder road, 
even if the destination remained unchanged. 

The insomnia of the following nights became 
substantially easier to manage, albeit the reality was 
that the changes in my life were relatively 
miniscule. My aberrant rhythm would still 
relentlessly drag me into the deep midnight, but all I 
had to do was divert my attention to the digital ink 
and virtual notepad. I decided to officially drop out 
of college, as I realised the subconscious strain it 
was putting on my mind; I knew I had no intention 
of returning for the foreseeable future anyway. 
While it was a load off my shoulders, I felt too 
ashamed to bring the news to my parents. 

Without work and no need no education, the 
days seamlessly continued, making winter spring 
into January after the summer fall. The little embers 
past August had now been completely hushed, so 
onwards went the march through the seasons, as 
only April may rekindle the solar hearth in June. 
Maybe summer would make everything better. 

Before long, playing video games had begun to 
turn menial, as entertainment aged like fruit flies. 
The group I used to play with was practically 
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dispersed into the cloud by now, gone, like a spark 
that caused a matrix to short-circuit. At least a spark 
would make a hiss, but most of the lads vanished 
without a single sound. Meanwhile, others started to 
commit themselves to their new jobs as some had 
finished their degrees at their universities. 

University ... How I dreaded even thinking 
about going back to college. 

How do they do it? How do they wake in the 
morning, knowing that the day will be exactly like 
the previous one? How do they rise without 
question when it is morning only in name, when 
dawn has yet to come? Where are their souls? Is it 
sucked out of them by the pointer of the clock when 
they punctually arrive at work, like a syringe? How 
do they canter on, like knights against the windmill? 

Ah, and how my mental companion rambled 
on whenever I asked myself these things, but 
despite his rants, I had an innate feeling that they 
were there for guidance. It always did, as far back 
as I could remember, but I also remembered I was 
never inclined to listen, either. Even whilst 
browsing through my newsfeed, it didn’t shy away 
from commenting when I read a headline: 

“Millennials: the most problematic and lazy 
generation,” I felt admonished by the text alone, and 
why shouldn’t I be? I have no job, contribute to 
nothing, and instead of jumping under a shower for 
the first time this week, I am plummeting into debt 
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instead. As if that string of slanderous text didn’t 
suffice, an audible thought had to interject. 

“You feel it reflects upon you, don’t you?” it 
rang. It was a stupid question, simply asked for the 
sole purpose to irk me. How couldn’t it reflect upon 
me? I am a part of that generation, whether I liked it 
or not. But again, that same audible thought was 
there to make a statement, and I couldn’t fathom 
whether it was in fact my thought or not. 

“Only a fool wilfully subjects himself to the 
casting that is laid upon him by the many,” it spoke 
in a rebuking manner. It was my own voice, of 
course, but I wondered where it got the energy to 
express emotion from. It wasn’t monotone, dull nor 
drained — it was livid. “The societal label is one to 
heed as a warning, not an indication. If you neglect 
the warning, you might as well have been subjected 
to it already.” 

Perhaps the fury in that thought incited me to let 
out a single cynical laugh. Ah, I only had to look 
around for confirmation: I am what that headline 
claimed me to be. 

“Are you? Even though you’re aman, you're 
not responsible for all men. Neither can you ever 
speak on their behalf.” 

How was that even relevant? Just because I can’t 
represent a demographic, it doesn’t categorically 
imply it is impossible for me to align with a 
statement like this one. Generalisations have to be 


Page | 410 


based on some truth, don’t they? Knowing these 
were my thoughts, I knew I wasn’t only lazy, but 
gormlessly stupid as well. 

“You decide if those generalisations are 
indicative of you. Even if those same tabloids 
mention some of the quirks you possess, they still do 
not imply you directly. Even if you claim you’re a 
product of your own environment, where lie the 
producers? Based on our social hierarchy, I can 
promise you that we’re not mere slaves to the sheer 
machinations of the behemoth which is our society. 
No, that’d be absurd. That'd be conceding yourself 
to the fact that every choice you make is irrelevant. 
You could as well give up now. Brilliance would 
have remained forever unborn if causality would be 
its sole parent. To that, in life there are two sorts of 
people: those that submit and those that subject. It 
is an all-encompassing principle that plays down to 
every part of every interaction. From the moment 
you are born, you are engulfed in a ruthless, never- 
ending power struggle. You start off tremendously 
dominant, as you audaciously demand the teat of 
your mother to sate your appetite. You demand, and 
you receive. Throughout your years, that primal 
appetite grows, but you find yourself unable to 
persist in your unconscious tyranny. Soon you 
learn, at your own behest, that you'll have to 
compromise to achieve some of your goals. 
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You'll find out that throwing a tantrum isn’t as 
helpful as it once was, now an outdated, and even 
detrimental tactic. In turn, you start accepting 
more, willing to overlook certain elements that 
directly conflict with your desires, as long as it 
means you can get a step closer to your own. Give 
the teddy bear to your friend in kindergarten, and 
maybe he will let you play with one of his toys. You 
keep trading, but these trades aren’t always equal. 
Sooner or later, the cascading menace that was 
once the rapid springs of your innermost passion 
has been dammed off. Only a tiny stream of water 
flows through now, a simple desire — to avoid 
conflict. And by now, you have started, or rather, 
have been subjected. It is easier to have choices 
made for you. However, you will have nothing left 
to dictate in your life as the desire to manifest 
anything has been completely walled off by now. 
You can’t say no to things you dislike anymore, or 
worse, you find yourself flat on your back refusing 
to do anything at all. So you are indeed a 
millennial: lazy, spineless and all talk.” 

How lovely that my mind took all this effort to 
castigate further. What can I even do? Become a 
column writer for some inane tabloid like the one I 
read just now, or stop making compromises? 

“No, tip the scales in your favour. Bargain, and 
bargain hard. That’s more than the ordinary man 
does, and the ordinary man doesn’t do that often. 
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Don’t be afraid to speak your mind in fear of 
insulting, as offence taken is not your flaw of 
character, but that of the other party,” it sounded 
again, leaving a brief pause for me to consider this. 
“Or be a ‘normal’ man. A man who, when he 
wakes up, brushes his teeth with the same brand of 
toothpaste as when he was young. A man who, 
during breakfast, consumes a very specific rye 
bread, not because he is particularly fond of it, but 
because his family did so for as long as he could 
recall. His father taught him that saving up is a 
virtue and, as a result, not a single dime has left his 
savings account for decades, even though he so 
badly desires that new luxury watch. He does have 
the capital, but not the heart to buy it. His favourite 
football club is not based on its outstanding 
performance during a match, but dependent on the 
fact that he is, for instance, from New York. In his 
whole life, this man has not made a single decision 
for himself. Society decided where he would study, 
whom he would marry and where he would spend 
the remainder of his life. He thinks he wilfully said 
yes to the vows, but the truth is that even if he 
harboured any reluctance, he would never even 
consider saying no. Stepping outside of his given 
boundaries makes him anxious, choosing makes him 
anxious. Free will is not an illusion, it’s a privilege 
to the strong of mind. Even then, it will be limited in 
its form. If you are unable to choose something as 
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mundane as your own damn breakfast, how can you 
boldly claim you will have a choice in your life? 
Drink some soda if you desire the taste in the 
morning, don’t abstain because Mother once said 
it’s not to be consumed so early. 

I couldn’t help but find his tirade absurd; how 
was it even remotely relevant towards myself? I 
didn’t bind myself by the wishes of others, else I 
would have had my nose in a book instead of a bag 
of powder. 

“And now you've found yourself nestled within a 
trichotomy, the third between a chasm of opposing 
two. You do not subject, yet do not choose either,” it 
spoke, and here I thought there were only two kinds 
of people. 

“Zero amounts to nothing, so two kinds of people 
still remain within this world.” 

Ah, there it was. If anything, I had to laud my 
mind for finding imaginative ways to insult me, 
telling me that I was nothing. 

“Do you want to remain nothing?” my own 
voice rang through my head again, taunting me. I 
took the bait, almost prepared to scream aloud, 
begging my mind to stop thinking. 

“Then go and pursue a dream, but if you want to 
pursue any, be prepared to cross the River Styx. 
There will be no boatman to ferry you across, even 
if you have the coin for the toll.” 
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I wonder if that ferryman takes debt, but of 
course, it was only another tantalising jab at my 
own mind. 

No, the only relevant debt you currently have is 
the one you hold towards yourself: a choice that 
holds a deadline. Do something, even if your desires 
shall collide and dozens of restless souls shall try to 
drown you in your aspirations. You know that 
sudden polarisation will not be appreciated by the 
very least, so be prepared, in heart and soul, to 
declare every man your enemy. If you give up, 
you'll drown with them and end up at a cemetery 
where dreams lie buried. A cemetery similar to 
Vanderbilt's that drags you in by a deadline of bills 
until you are forced out of this room in order to 
earn minimum wage, as to barely make ends meet, 
living pay cheque by pay cheque. Be bold, and 
envision a path for yourself. Every visionary is 
delusional in the eyes of others, for it is a path of 
suicide to embark on such a road, but for the sake 
of humanity, it is a necessary sacrifice many think 
to make, but only few do. Live your life, for your 
own sake, and not someone else’s. Unless your 
goddamn name is on that headline, you are not 
lazy,and even if it was, enjoy the free publicity that 
gimp columnist gave you, unless you really are that 
eager to take his spot, but of course, you lack the 
credentials to.” 
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Chapter 28: Helping Hands 


Endless felt the days that I tallied into the ceiling 
with my mind, conversations like those a dozen 
over. Hundreds of imaginary lines covered it now, 
needing no words as a single imaginary etching 
sufficed, and I’m sure they made a chapter or two of 
their own. They made the plastered plafond of my 
bedroom look like prison bars, and each new 
carving fortified my cell even further. Despite my 
new way of coping, it sapped an ungodly amount of 
strength from me, only by looking at them. One by 
one, they taunted me in silence. “Go and do 
something with your life, you lazy prick!” and I was 
about to do exactly that. 

There had to be something that I would enjoy 
doing; a worthwhile investment of either my time or 
money. Admittedly, I had no rights to complain 
about what was smart both in terms of the use of 
time or capital investment-wise. Hitherto, I was 
living on what remained of my student loan, and I 
knew that I’d have to start repaying it sooner than 
later; an amount close to forty-thousand. It was a 
grizzly bear-trap, and being the gullible teenager I 
was, I haplessly stepped into it with the promise of 
free money. Blame poor suckers like me for their 
own short-sightedness, but don’t dare raise your 
finger to suggest it is predatory in nature. Cattle has 
to generate revenue, not bleat like little lambs. 
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I visited my parents that weekend. It’s 
something I tried doing as often as possible, but 
what initially started out as a weekly visit, gradually 
turned into a sporadic event over time. I’d be either 
negligent or reluctant, postponing it to “next week”. 
I didn’t mean any harm, but even commuting to my 
folks felt like a taxing endeavour. I felt ashamed 
visiting them, and I remained revolted when I had to 
lie about how great my days were during each 
dinner conversation. Eating by itself was tedious 
and menial, and if I had the option to not eat at all, 
I'd gladly take it. Regardless of how marvellous my 
mother’s cooking was, I remained the arbiter of 
taste, and it was bland despite my secret desire for it 
to be as calorious as my childhood made me 
remember. It was hard to fathom how I could 
stomach telling them that I recently passed my 
“latest exam” with flying colours while Alissa’s 
picture on the table passed me a judgemental look. I 
had to confront it: The shame her gaze and that 
which my parents were surely imparting. 

Without any delays, I arrived during the early 
evening at Sutherham North, the small, two-track 
station about three miles from my parents’ house. 
Absent of any harsh winds or rain, I was at Turing 
Road’s doorstep in a breeze. 

“Ah, Vik! I’m almost done cooking. When did 
you become so punctual?” my mother jested, as she 
opened the door for me. 
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“T was lucky. No delays, can you imagine?” I 
responded, as I stepped over the threshold before 
giving her a kiss on the cheek. 

“T hope you haven’t eaten on the road.” 

“No, not at all,” I monotoned, already 
disheartened by envisioning the effort of chewing 
my food. 

“Something seems off with the bell, by the way,” 
I remarked, as I took my coat off. 

“Really? I'll tell your dad to take a look at it.” 

“Speaking of Dad, where is he?” 

“Oh, he’s in the living room,” she said, while she 
made her way back to the kitchen. 

Following her inside, I saw my father with his 
head tucked behind a newspaper, with his head 
peeking above slightly so that I could see the 
attentive look hidden behind his reading glasses, 
and once I stepped inside, those same eyes thawed 
from stern syllable seekers into two warm beacons 
that, accompanied by his gentle voice, welcomed 
me inside. 

“Why won’t you sit down? I’ll be done in a couple 
of minutes,” my mother implored, and as I obliged, 
I was surprised to find myself mildly enticed by the 
rich aroma coming from the kitchen stove. With an 
aimless glare towards all the décor out in front of 
me, I reminisced how tense things used to be around 
here over the sound of boiling water bubbles, but 
seeing vapour climb out of its pan before 
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disappearing into the cooker hood above made me 
forget about all that. I gawked around, now looking 
at the patterns woven into the Tabriz loom of the 
Persian rug that been in my family for generations 
over the euphony of my mother cutting garlic, 
hearing the soft clack of her knife against the wood 
with every cut. I heard paper rattling as my father 
continued to ogle the news from his chair in the 
corner before I found myself looking at the 
embossed brass Samovar instead, which decorated 
the antique grain-leather ottoman table atop the 
carpet. Of course, all of these were in the family for 
generations. I missed it; the family ambiance that 
resonated within the beige walls and maple wooden 
floors, even if it had its flaws. 

“So, how’s life?” my father asked, as he turned 
another page. 

“Ah, same old,” I sighed, and there was no 
untruth in that statement. 

“Currently looking for work ...” I taciturnly 
went on, shying away from making eye contact. 

“What happened to your old one?” he mused. 

“My old one?” I asked, curving a frown. 

“Yes. The convenience store, right?” he replied. 
I’d almost forgotten about that lie. 

“T err, seven-eleven was just a part-time job,” I 
crudely deflected. 

“Oh?” he replied, his voice indicating his 
interest, with the folding of his newspaper being a 
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firm confirmation. While my father was Orthodox, 
not Catholic, he sure knew how to start an 
inquisition. “You didn’t empty the registers there 
now, did you?” he sassed. 

“Dad, you know that if I wanted you to visit me, 
I'd give you a call,” I jokingly responded. 

“You’ve only called me once since you’ ve 
moved in there, you know,” he commented, 
jokingly. I shared his sense of humour, which is 
why I felt its undertone bore into my skull. It made 
me regret travelling down here, but above that I had 
qualms with that feeling of regret, especially after 
what he said. 

“What keeps you busy these days, then?” I 
derailed the conversation. 

“Ah, nothing much,” he responded over a sigh, 
picking up his paper again. “Just trying to fix the 
sink in the bathroom.” 

“Taps clogged again?” I guessed. 

“U-huh.” 

“Oh, the bell doesn’t seem to work, by the way.” 

“Really? It’s been doing that lately for some odd 
reason,” he responded. 

“Say, how’s college?” my mother chimed in, as 
she added some extras to a now-sizzling pan. 

“T, eh—” I started clumsily. 

“Oh, you didn’t fail your mid-terms now, did 
you?” she needled on. I could swear I was sweating 
as profusely as that boiling pan. 
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“No,” I replied, fidgeting with my fingers. 

“Ah, that’s gre—” she chirped before I cut off 
her sigh of relief. 

“T quit.” 

It was no surprise to hear only rumbling and 
sizzling, alongside the soft hissing of the gas stove 
from then on. 

“Why?” a single, sharp word emerged from my 
mother’s mouth. 

“T, I don’t know,” I admitted, overwhelmed with 
shame. 

“You quit a while ago, didn’t you?” she guessed. 

“Yeah ...” I sighed, causing the room to lapse 
back into its ambiance, although this time, I heard 
the sizzling louder out of all three sounds. “How ... 
How did you know?” I asked. 


“Ah, we’ve both known for a while,” she 
simpered. “We wanted to ask, but we know you 
won’t tell a single thing unless you want to do so 
yourself.” 

Is that the reason why they looked at me the way 
they did every time I visited this place? 

“How, about you move back in with us?” my 
father suggested. “Since you’re looking for a job, 
you can help me with the sink and bell,” he coaxed. 
“T’m sure that’ll be enough to cover your rent here,” 
he continued, and for some reason, I felt that a 
warm smile was hidden behind that newspaper. 
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Hearing their kind demeanour, I realised I had 
been wrong to think that I had to sort out my issues 
by myself. There was no shame in asking for help; I 
only needed to ask the right people, and thankfully, 
I did, but wouldn’t I end up being a living burden 
for them? 

I was surprised at how well we got along, and 
how much I had missed the constant presence of 
people surrounding me; the warm meals that finally 
had a taste to them, and even both the touch and 
scent of fresh linens and laundry gave a slight joy. 

“Vik, I was just on the phone with Margie,” my 
mother said, on a tranquil Tuesday. 

“Margie?” I reiterated, as I pointed my head 
towards her while my eyes looked for a clue for 
who that was inside. 

“You don’t remember? Elliott’s wife?” 

“Sounds familiar ...” I responded, and since we 
fixed the bell in the front yard, it did ring one inside 
me, too. 

“They used to come over a lot in the past, New 
Year’s Eve, Christmas,” she said, trying to rouse 
my memory with tacks of tiny facts. “You always 
used to show him what you built with your Tego 
toys then.” 

“Ah!” T exclaimed, her last words pinning up the 
memo that was at the tip of my tongue. 

“He was a bookie or something, right?” 

“Yes, his firm is blowing up quite nicely!” 
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“Really now?” I replied. “That’s nice.” 
“They’re opening up another office in Brixen.” 
“You mean like a second one?” I mused. 

“Yes, I told Margie you were great with 
computers,” she stated. “How about you go work 
there?” 

“Oh Mom!” I said, chuckling insecurely. “I’m 
not that great. Besides, what could I possibly do 
there?” 

“Why not go ask him yourself?” my mother 
responded. I obliged, albeit reluctantly. I prepared 
myself for meeting him this coming Friday 
afternoon, trying to cram in as much knowledge as I 
could so that I wouldn’t look the fool in front of 
him. While he had been a good acquaintance of my 
mother’s for a long while now, his firm had indeed 
exploded in terms of success, so I felt that I had to 
treat it like job interview rather than some lunch 
with an acquaintance. All the while I couldn’t help 
but wonder what I would be doing there in the first 
place, or why they’d want me. Subsequently, I 
dreaded the thought of getting up early in the 
morning, but I had to do something. 


Act IV: Summer 


Chapter 29: Acquainted Encounters 
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Needless to say, this made me rather anxious, and 
heading out from home on my way to Elliott’s 
office, I was simulating our prospective 
conversation, over and over again, with the worst- 
case scenarios taking the limelight until I reached 
the station after a short walk, entering through a 
passage underneath. 4b, to Brixen, that’s the one, 1 
thought to myself, as I turned right to climb a 
concrete set of stairs. A metallic pandemonium 
echoed throughout that narrow corridor as a train 
roared past, rumbling above. Every step I climbed 
allowed me to see parts of the platform clock with 
more clarity; three more and I would know whether 
I was on time or not. 

Ah! Five minutes left until the train to Sutherham 
arrives. I sighed with relief as I plonked down on an 
aluminium bench, patiently waiting out the time 
remaining. I can’t explain why, but I always thought 
there was something wholesome about travelling on 
public transportation. Sure, being crammed into that 
motorised tin can during peak hours makes you feel 
like a compressed sardine, but the off-hours can be 
a stark and relaxing contrast. 

Sit by the window and let your mind wander as 
you survey the scenery that passes by. Even if 
you’ve seen the same sights a hundred times before, 
just a modicum fantasy can paint it with a fresh 
coat. And there she is with her hallmark rumble, as 
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if she’s calling everyone around that it is finally 
time to go. 

I stood up and approached the train, now 
screeching loudly as it stopped. I entered and was 
pleased to find that the wagon I was in was 
completely empty. It was a short-lived satisfaction, 
unfortunately, as a door opened up and a man 
stepped through. 

The man, sporting an ascot hat over his unkempt 
hair, was perhaps a bit older than I was. He looked 
to be about my size, and even similar in general 
regarding my looks. He moved over to the seat 
across from me and sat down, much to my dismay. 
The train is empty, why in heaven’s name would you 
sit there? I protested in my mind, but I didn’t have 
the guts to say it aloud. 

After taking his place, he took off his hat, 
placing it on the seat next to him before he looked 
at me with his dark-grey eyes. 

“Hey kiddo, how are you?” the stranger asked, 
with an eerie sound as if we shared any familiarity. 
His face and voice fitted the description of a 
deranged bum, sans the bum, since his beige coat 
and pristine pantalon was an indicator of wealth, but 
everything else exuded signs of a lack sanity. 

“Excuse me?” I replied politely, masking how 
deeply perturbed I in fact was. 

“T said hello,” he cooed again in a fashion so 
amicably, it was downright disturbing. 
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“Are you a nonce?” I bleated, throwing all 
formalities and politeness out of the window. 

“What? That’s nonsense, Viktor,” the man 
deadpanned. 

“Vik — How do you know my name?” I 
frightfully quavered as I anxiously looked around. 

“Why are you acting so surprised?” 


“Could you please tell me how you know my 
name?” I maintained as I frightfully rose from my 
seat. 

“T’m — Wait, you don’t know me?” the man 
responded, looking visibly surprised. 

“No, I don’t,” I responded. “How do you know 
my name?” 

“Tt’s ... 1...” the unknown man stuttered 
confusedly as he looked away from me at the floor. 

“Are you alright?” I asked, and after half a 
minute of no reply, my concern grew. “Should I call 
an ambulance?” I suggested, as my initial fear 
towards the stranger turned into pity instead. 

“No, no. Not again,” the man declined while he 
shook his head. He interlocked his gaze with mine 
briefly as his pupils widened up before he started to 
rummage through his pockets. 

“Are you sure you’re fine?” I asked, taking one 
step away from him out of precaution, while 
extending my right hand towards him. 
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“Here!” he exclaimed as he stood up, before 
extending his palm to me, presenting a golden chain 
that dangled in-between the space of his fingers. I 
curiously looked at the jewellery, seeing a cross lie 
at the centre of his palm. 

“That’s ... Dad’s ...” I drawled as I looked at the 
piece that unmistakably was my father’s. When my 
eyes blinked, its curtains took away the surprise 
they first housed, only to leave rage and dread 
behind in conjunction. “How did you get that?” I 
spoke with a voice so sinisterly calm that I could 
hear my own jaw tremble while I grinded my teeth 
out of fury. 

“Tt’s yours, Vik,” he responded. 

The moment I heard my name, I lunged at the 
stranger, gripping him by his collar before I 
forcefully pushed him against the back of the cabin 
wall. 

“What the fuck did you do to him?” I screamed 
at the top of my lungs. “How do you know my 
name?” 

“N-nothing!” he shuddered frantically. 

“How did you get it?” I seethed at him, who now 
averted my gaze in an fearful manner. “The 
necklace, where?!” I raised my voice even more. 
“Where did you get it?” 

“You gave it,” his answer resounded. 

“What?! When? I swear, if something—” 
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“On the balcony, wh-when we were moving in 
your furniture,” he said, as his voice trembled with 
nervosity. “Y-you said to give it back when you’d 
be worrying again,” he continued. 

“T wanted to give it back at the train station in 
Cynsetol, but I couldn’t.” 

“Cynsetol? That was my father ...” I mumbled 
softly, taking my eyes away from him. No one but 
my father and I knew about that psychedelic 
incident. “Who are you?” 


“Viktor,” he panted, as he looked at me with 
eyes that I’d recognise from a mirror. 

“No,” I murmured while I loosened my grip 
around his collar. I knew that face. 

“No, no, no! I whimpered. “It doesn’t make 
sense! It doesn’t,” I whisperingly added. “So, you 
are me?” I asked him, but his lack of response 
caused me to subsequently burst out in a manic fit 
of laughter. 


“You can’t be serious!” I cachinnated, but my 
laughter dwindled as the man maintained a serious 
expression. “You can’t be?” I reiterated anxiously 
and confused, but both his silence and fright spoke 
volumes. 

“So you are ...” I stammered before I crashed 
into the closest chair, before suddenly being 
overwhelmed by seething brightness shining 
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through windows that held an arid scenery at the 
other end amidst dunes and hills, rumbling onwards 
through patches of Savannah plains. It held a single 
towering baobab tree in the distance which 
somehow reminded me of our monkey-puzzle tree. 

“What is going on?” I cried out of confusion, 
clasping my hands around my head. 

As soon as I asked, the sun that loomed at its 
zenith outside turned into a crescent moon. In awe, I 
observed shifting landscapes that drifted by like 
now bygone memories. The silken strands of 
moonlight that shone upon my skin felt enlightening 
in every sense of the word, making me vacillate 
between sombre and blissful emotions, but most of 
all, melancholy took the crown. Surprisingly, I 
didn’t feel burdened by the massive influx of new 
information as some felt like they waned in order to 
make way for the advent of newer ones. Everything 
that I could remember now, it felt distant, trapped 
behind a screen that acted more like a television 
screen than a window, and before long, the moonlit 
marvel turned into a gown of terror as the scenery 
shifted into an arctic stretch of hyperborean ice. I 
had never seen it before, nor did I gain any new 
memories. Unlike the previous sights, this one 
didn’t change, and the longer the scenery remained 
static, the more I felt its glacial chill freeze me. 
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Chapter 30: My Soliloquy 


“T ... I want to go home,” I stammered in a state of 
panic, as I reached for my phone, only to see its 
display show the number eight multiple times. 

“Yes, me too,” he sighed, laconically. 

““Wh-what time is it?” I asked. “I ... need to be 
back around ten. It’s Monday, right? Or ... 
February? 2019? 2023?” I hyperventilated. 

“Hey, calm down.” The man rushed to me, 
leaning his hand on my back. “Breathe, okay?” 

“T ... can’t,” I wheezed, doing my best to 
inhale. 

“In and out, you can do it,” he encouraged as he 
looked directly into my eyes. 

“Remember how you used to tease your sister 
by throwing paper planes at her?” he asked me, with 
the memory soothing slightly, but not nearly 
enough. 

“And then I—, I—’ I stuttered before 
whimpering with a soft wail. “It’s too much.” 

“Let’s get things on a row, alright?” 

“Elliott’s! I was getting my training, no ... I quit 
owedel gee 

“Easy now,” he urged. “Let’s start with the easy 
ones. What’s the last thing you remember?” 

“T don’t know, lights ... A man?” I doubted. 

“Was the man a doctor?” he inquired. 

“Yes,” I replied, confidently. “Yes, I think so.” 
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“Wait, is that how it started?” I surmised, feeling 
the previous foundation of certainty being swept 
roughly from under my feet. 

“Yes,” he affirmed, sighing. 

“God, no!” I yelped. “This, this is all not real?” I 
cried in a fit of panic, looking around my 
environment before turning my head back to the 
man. “I-I am not real?” I asked, sobbing. I didn’t 
understand what was happening, and my 
disorientation began to manifest itself physically. 
Despite seeing his lips move, I couldn’t hear 
anything but the crass sound of grinding metal. 
There was an emptiness within my mind that 
paradoxically made it feel as if it was filled with 
thousands of cinderblocks. Unlike the cyclone of 
questions that soared through my mind a second 
ago, I was left with a wreckage of the storm. Instead 
of trying to salvage the pieces, I only wondered why 
my eyes felt so dry. I probably hadn’t blinked for a 
couple minutes by now. I didn’t feel its necessity, 
nor did I exactly know how to shut my eyelids. I 
didn’t know what I was looking at, and the only 
thing I was certain of was their drought. Is that why 
everything was so hazy, because it had turned into a 
dehydrated crust? My vision continued to wane, 
feeling that odd sensation permeate into my retina, 
until it turned black. Then, I opened my eyes. 
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“Are you feeling alright now?” that same man 
said, before he started to frantically look around, 
expecting something to happen. Did he call an 
ambulance, did I pass out? No, I remember now. I 
blinked my eyes again, three times rapidly — the 
realisation was there, but its understanding was 
absent. A lot of things seemed to be absent, but I 
felt no need to be looking for them. 

“A bit better, I think,” I responded, feeling 
somehow soothed down. 

A silence fell upon us again and gone were the 
icy sheets, leaving only a soft black behind the 
windows. Dark as the night in the void of our 
thoughts, we ventured on ahead. The credits 
wouldn’t roll on those windows as if it were the end 
of a movie, and neither was there any indication that 
the train would halt. Wasn’t this how it was 
supposed to end? 

I didn’t know anymore. Our destination wasn’t 
clear, but when had it ever been? Looking at my 
future self still frantically looking around every now 
and then, I couldn’t start to fathom how strenuous it 
must have been to have seen everything in his 
whole life for a second time. Through the sludge of 
the same swamp or the chill of the mountain winds, 
yet this time, in solitude. I wonder if throughout his 
journey, all memories had retained their 
authenticity, with people like me naught but a 
mannequin with scripted replies. There were no 


Page | 432 


more lines for me to say, no gestures and no more 
parts to play. I had seen all his memories by now, 
and because of it I felt nothing, simply because 
there was no more screenplay left to tell me how I 
should feel. All of the pain in winter and the 
thawing of summer. The desolation of autumn, and 
the blooming of every single spring. Each of the 
seasons unchanged, as was the other. Printed in 
vinyl like a record, the unchanging melody with its 
continuous ups and downs, glumly singing the 
chorus, over and over again. He knew the song on 
the record by heart, but does the melody itself? 

He looked at me with the silver-grey eyes we 
shared, and bore a forlorn look. He curved an 
innocuous smile, opening his mouth slightly, 
uncertain what to say. 

“Out of everything that we ever experienced, 
what do you think was the best memory, of all of 
them?” he asked. Did he say we? 

“T’m sorry, what did you say?” I asked, although 
I heard him perfectly clear the first time. 

“What’s your favourite memory?” 

“My favourite memory?” I reiterated. 

“That’s right.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, remember that time you lost that bet with 
your sister.” 

‘““Y-you mean the one with ice tea?” 

“That’s right.” 
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“But that—” 


“So, what’s your favourite?” he interrupted me. 
“Take your time, there’s no rush,” he added with a 
smile. I looked away and rested my head on my 
hand, descending into thought. Trying my utmost to 
recall, I could see some light through the windows, 
but didn’t look outside, even though we might be 
paradoxically passing through a glimmer of the past 
in the present. 

“The clinic,” I responded softly. 

“What’s that?” 

“The clinic,” I repeated myself, louder. “The day 
we picked Dad up. After the stroke, you know.” 

“Actually,” I corrected myself, “I think the day 
when Dad returned home from the clinic after his 
stroke. 

“Ah, yeah,” he simpered as he looked outside at 
the dunes and beaches that surrounded that same old 
clinic. 

“Oh, and all the coke he drank!” I added 
muirthfully, my spirits lifted for some reason. 

““’,. always hated Coke, too,” I said, shaking my 
head. 

“Damn sugary stuff, it’s bad for your health!” he 
effused, before the both of us burst out into 
laughter. 

“Yeah, that’s a good one ...” he commented. 

“How about yours?” I wondered. 
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“You just told me,” he acquiesced, with eyes that 
dwindled like winter’s final snowflakes that would 
turn into tears were they to touch the ground. He 
was missing him dearly, I could tell. 

“Oh, speaking of hilarious things, the second 
time we did acid was around winter right?” I 
needled, hoping to lift his spirits, but for some 
reason, he paused for a second. I vividly noticed the 
terror trapped in those pupils of his. He was shaken, 
frightened almost. What is it that is bothering him? 

“J-I—” Viktor stuttered, scratching his head. 
“We went there and ...” he faltered, visibly 
struggling to remember. 

““’.. We entered a supermarket without really 
knowing what to buy,” I interjected, getting caught 
up by my own memories of the story. “We spent 
around four hours there without purchasing 
anything until the manager threatened to call the 
police, so we quickly bought ice creams in the 
middle of the goddamn winter to placate him, only 
to immediately throw them away because no one 
actually wanted them,” I crowed, joyfully 
remembering the memory, but the fire in my laugh 
dimmed when he let out an awkward chuckle 
himself. 

“Yeah, hilarious, ha-ha,” he faked his laugh, but 
it wasn’t out of spite. 
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“And that was just the start of it,” I continued 
regardless. “Ah, what a wild night that was. I think 
that qualifies as a good second, no?” 

There was no response from my older self; his 
face had turned colourless, only to look in my 
direction with a sombre simper for a second before 
turning his head away. Perhaps if I kept on 
reminiscing about all of the times that he had 
actually cherished, I could uplift his mood, so I 
recalled the times when Alissa helped me with my 
homework aloud, or even gifted me with something 
overly expensive. 

When I told him of the unforgettable moment 
when she had fed me some wasabi, I could see a 
genuine spark of joy arise, despite the fact he 
remained silent. The more I continued to reminisce, 
the more it seemed to hurt him, to the point his eyes 
started watering up. 

“Is something the matter?” I asked with growing 
concern, wondering what ailed him. 

“Home,” he replied, and his colourless face was 
symptomatic of being homesick. “I haven’t been 
home in a while ...” he added, before he got up on 
his feet. “I ... Think we can get off this train for a 
walk?” he suggested. 

“T mean, we can try,” I inclined with a shrug. 

“We don’t have to if you don’t want to.” He 
commented with a soft timbre to his voice. 

“No, it’s fine. I could use a breather, after all.” 
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We left the cabin and approached the train doors, 
seeing woods speeding away behind the glass. 

“Try pressing the button, see if it works?” I 
suggested. 

He lifted his hand, pressing it without holding 
any expectations, and none were ruined when there 
was no shift in balance nor velocity; when all 
scenery froze as if the train had been stationary all 
along. The hydraulics huffed as the doors opened 
outwardly, directly into this piece of nature with no 
platform at all. 


Chapter 31: Ourobouros Around 


“Guess it worked, huh?” he remarked, as he peaked 
his head out of the open doors before stepping onto 
the earth below. I followed suit, feeling how the wet 
grass grazed the sole of my shoes, making me sink 
in slightly as I stepped onto it, as if it was an 
organic sponge. There was a trailing path not too far 
ahead, and turning around I noticed only an organic 
palisade of oaks, birches and cedars behind the 
railroad that pierced through the woods, but the 
train from which we had stepped out of a couple 
seconds ago had vanished off without a trace. 

“Hey, where did it go?” I wondered, as I turned 
around to my older self, who had started to slowly 
wander off with a slight limp. 
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“They come and go, as trains do,” he replied, as I 
caught up to him. 

“Will it come back?” I asked obfuscated, since 
we were left stranded in the wild at our own 
accords. 

“Eventually, it will,” he answered. His 
ambiguous response reflected the woods that 
enveloped us from all sides: It was as calm as the 
soft breeze that rustled the organic rooftop of 
branches and leaves, which covered nature’s 
oblique hallway. Trees towered like columns, both 
shallow and wide, holding their golden banners of 
sunlight that draped down like translucent curtains, 
vivaciously illuminating the path ahead, but not 
quite enough to show us the end of her earthly 
palatial promenade, but as my older self said, 
eventually there will be. 

“When will that be?” I mused, as we stepped 
onto the road in front of us, pondering upon the 
obscurity of eventually. 

“Whenever it’s time.” His cryptic answer 
resounded over the sound of grinding gravel. 

“And when is that?” I queried whilst we 
ventured deeper into the forest ahead. 

“God if I know,” he mumbled, as we silently 
continued our stroll through the lush woodlands. 

A familiar scent lingered in the air: the agrestal 
aroma of fresh downpour. The ubiquitous bark and 
green that gently smothered us contained its 
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comfortable, lukewarm humidity, and gazing at the 
fronds and ferns to my left, up to the botanical 
canopy above, thousands of droplets hung on like 
chandeliers, iridescent, as if they were cast out of 
bohemian glass. In concordance with the rattling 
brass of critters and string of chirps, these watery 
bells each rang a different note according to the 
surface they landed on. Muffled, were it to land on 
the earth it’d saturate, and acoustically, were it to 
reverberate upon the impact of a puddle, reuniting it 
with its brethren. With one chime crashing down on 
my neck, it played a note of its own whilst sending 
a shiver down my spine. Its resonance was physical, 
not vocal, and despite giving me goose bumps, I did 
not cackle like the geese that fluttered over the 
frogs, who delightfully croaked from their baths. 
Their song was haphazard, yet unequivocally 
candid. It had no orchestral conductor: Each 
instrument played at its own pace, sharing only in 
their tranquillity — the tranquil calm of Viktor’s 
voice, and within said serenity, all sang the hymn of 
nature’s call: whenever it was time. Not sooner, not 
later. 

With every footstep, I began to slowly recognise 
the forest path we were walking on. From a tree 
stump tucked within a blanket of moss, to a barely 
visible pond with paddling ducks in it, and were it 
not for the quacks of said quail, I would not have 


Page | 439 


glimpsed through the blossoming bulwark that 
sheltered them. 
“Ts this ...” I doubtfully drawled my question. 

“Eldingsbrook,” Viktor interjected, affirming my 
guess. “We used to come here a lot when you were 
little,” he went on, audibly inhaling the rich forest 
air. Both the sound of air going through his nostrils 
and the answer it brought forth on its exit past his 
vocal chords echoed on within my mind. Briefly, it 
rang loud enough to turn me impervious, binding 
me to the ditties that had me entranced not too long 
ago. Flora, fauna, and specifically a pair of fungi: 
the whiskers of a lion’s mane from that tree stump, 
to yellow chanterelles that lived up to their name. 
While a mushroom will get you a glum glance from 
any grammatical pedant, a chanterelle could get a 
chanting carte blanche. 

“Ah, how much you hated strolling,” he 
commented calmly, complaisant with nature’s 
cordial composure. 

“Look around you, it’s all alive,” he went on, 
inhaling yet another time. 

“Especially the air,” he added, basking in its rich 
scent. “You can’t compare it to the factory fumes 
from Sutherham-East.” 

“T guess so,” I answered concisely, with his 
words adding to the gale. 

“It makes me think about my childhood,” he 
chatted on gleefully. 
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“What part?” I mused, but didn’t the answer lie 
in the woodlands surrounding us? 

“T think I was around 17 years old,” he replied, 
while his eyes reminiscently trailed off into the past 
like the forest path we walked. “It was a summer 
day, just like this one,” he said, much to my 
surprise. 

“Some friends and I were planning to go out 
fishing for a couple days,” Viktor continued, while I 
listened, attentively. 

“Tt was scorching,” he beamed with a smile 
similar to that memory, his irises now fixated to the 
horizon. “Yeah, summers there aren’t like here,” he 
simpered, to which I silently raised my left 
eyebrow. 

“All of them brought winter jackets along,” 
Viktor chuckled heartily. “Winter coats, are you 
crazy? I'd laugh at them, with this heat?” he prattled 
on, before making a gesturing motion with his hand. 

“Ah, just bring your own, alright? Else you’ll 
regret it,” he spoke over the snapping of a twig 
under his sole. 

“And I’ll be damned, they were right!” he 
exclaimed over a single laugh, before shaking his 
head and toning down. “The nights there were 
absolutely freezing. Sitting around a campfire, 
wrapped around in a blanket ...” he whisperingly 
went on to recall the tale, but I knew it, of course. 
I’ve heard it myself, after all. 


Page | 441 


Initially obscured like the sunlight through these 
forests, it had started to dawn on me. When I looked 
at him, a mirror had shattered. Prior to now, there 
was reflection, a visage of my older self, but that 
assumption had fragmented. 

“Where was that, again?” I asked him, one 
question I vehemently wished was not rhetorical in 
nature. 

“Oh, it was a dozen-or-so miles away from 
Chardzhou,” he responded, maintaining his 
serendipitous demeanour. 

“Chardzhou?” I reiterated, falteringly. 

“Yes, we had just moved in from ...” he replied 
before briskly freezing dead in his tracks. 

“My childhood in Chardzhou ...” Viktor drawled 
as he turned towards me. 

“My ... childhood?” he quavered questioningly, 
staring haphazardly with cold, silver-blue eyes, as if 
its paling colour was like river water trying to 
escape its icy fate. 

Was I supposed to be the winter, and tell him 
that it was not his memory, but that of my father, or 
rather, his? It was him who had told me the story 
when we went for a stroll years ago, and when he 
did, I could vividly envision the frigid cold of that 
desert night from within his eyes, and picture the 
campfire they sat around. I visualised its dancing 
flame and could almost pretend to hear the logs 
crackle under its fire while it cast the shadows of his 
companions on the tents they had set up behind 
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them. There were palm trees, alongside some 
brushes, ferns and brackens, but above all, it was a 
mirage in a desert oasis. 

Shattering was the realisation that it was him 
telling me that story: My father. Shattering was the 
realisation that after all that had occurred 
throughout my life, the man next to me is in fact my 
father. Is he not? He was the one holding the mask 
of the man whom I believed to be mine, always 
present, guiding me, raising me. 

There were no orchards around, no fruits to fall 
but that of the seasons themselves. Should I be like 
autumn, and tell him that it wasn’t his childhood; 
bring the zephyr in my words to cut the vermilion 
leaves from the tree of his mind that they 
desperately clung on to? I wasn’t certain. 

I lingered on the thought and came to the 
conclusion that he had every right to claim that 
memory as his own, as much as I had to mine. 
Artificial, that’s what I was. A reflection of the real 
Viktor standing next to me, who in turn became that 
of his own father. 

I looked into the eyes he had given me and its 
iris that held only shards of that ruined mirror. Its 
chips cut deeply into my conscious, whilst his was 
disintegrating: His question was a morbid 
confirmation that he lingered in the final stages of 
senectitude. He was an old man by now, albeit so 
with a deceivingly young appearance. His mind had 
started to turn senile. 
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Through his lethargic eyes, I peered into Freud’s 
proverbial house. Normally it is littered with 
bibelots, else living in such a horrid den would not 
be durable for anyone. We had to make do with the 
uneven floor and cracked wood that was riddled 
with splinters. But in my father’s case, it was even 
more decrepit. The walls were deteriorated past any 
hope of renovation, letting through an unbearable 
cold that howled like a pack of wolves as it passed 
the cracks in-between those red bricks. 

As for the room itself, its sole piece of furniture was 
a rusty white metal bedframe, positioned in its 
centre. There were frames of pictures scattered 
around, but their faces and visages were smudged 
beyond recognition. Even the paint of the bedframe 
was letting go, littering the ground with turpentine 
snowflakes, leaving brown rusty scars behind. A 
recumbent elder lay motionless on top of a yellow 
rugged mattress as old as himself, with its box- 
springs protruding, piercing through the fabric, 
directly into his skin. There were scars and bite- 
marks all over his body, as the wind were indeed 
wolves. Having ravaged all pictures and paintings 
on their last visit, they eagerly awaited to pilfer all 
from him by feasting on the remainder of his 
memories, depriving him of his bodily control and 
robbing him of his faith. We were both about to lose 
everything, as he was the only real person that ’'d 
met; all else was but a glimmer of a distant past, in 
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a surreal fantasy world, that didn’t belong to me. 
Again, I wish that I could say that it was his 
childhood, similarly to how I desired to claim the 
one I knew was mine. 


Chapter 32: Retrogenesis and Amanuensis 


With our thoughts buried in our hearts, we strolled 
onwards, out of the woods while the silence 
revealed them at a footstep’s pace. Entering a 
flatland stretching as far as the eye could see, a 
fierce gust roamed alongside, aimlessly as we did 
through these empty fields, arbitrarily blowing at us 
how she saw fit. After her last southern draught, 
Viktor promptly turned around with a forlorn 
expression: empty, and devoid. 

“Look at me,” he said, yet I shied away. 

“Look at me, I said!” he urged, before grabbing 
my head, forcefully turning it to face him. 

“Look at me, alright?!” Anger, grief and 
acceptance. In harmony they showed discord; a 
concoction of emotions that only a true human 
could express — he was more human than I was. 

“You ... you have to be good to them.” 

“What do you mean?” I cautiously inquired. 

“T told you to look at me!” he panted. “Can you not 
see it, how I walk? I might as well have not entered 
this place!” And from his perspective, he was right. 
To have fate turn like the tide, washing away all of 
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the false hopes that the ebb had handed to him, only 
to leave behind a current of despair that cascaded 
down his cheeks: a waterfall of lament while he 
tried walking away with an inconsistent pace, his 
movement worsening by the second. It was 
painfully obvious now, as he was falling through his 
right knee with every step taken. 

“God damn it!” his voice thunderously pierced 
the air like a javelin. A wild throw, hoping to smite 
the one that had so cruelly cast this curse upon him. 
It did land, but not unto its intended mark — I was 
the one struck, as in hate and despair, the target is 
always the one nearest by, and his roar cleaved my 
heart asunder. 

He panted heavily, frightfully gazing down at his 
legs. “Why, why me?!” he clamoured loudly, hitting 
the failing limbs with all of the strength he had. 

“Please ... I can’t ... I want to go back,” 
he begged and beseeched, cursing and screaming, 
all while slamming his own legs again and again. 
For a man who was gradually withering away, his 
strikes were resolute; each filled with persistence 
and perhaps even precision, applying the same force 
as the previous one and the one before that. A 
sickening sound came with each impact —I couldn’t 
bear seeing him harm himself any further. 

His fist rose to the air once more, prepared for 
another blow, as if he were a blacksmith working an 
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anvil, straightening iron. I pre-emptively grabbed 
his wrist, and it did all but soothe him. 

“Let go of me!” he screamed, “let go!” 

Before I had even realised it, his other hand 
connected with my cheekbone. The hit stunned me, 
making me briefly lose my sight as a result. 

“Why does it have to be you?!” he slurred out of 
breath. “You’re not me ...” he panted angrily, 
pointing his finger at me. 

“Tam me ... Not you, not anyone. I am!” He 
moved his thumb to point towards himself. 

“T am me,” he disputed, repeating those same 
words a couple of times over, each iteration with 
less clarity, more silent time by time, as if with each 
word uttered, he was conceding his own fate. 
Eventually, no sound would leave his throat, despite 
his lips still silently trying to pronounce “I am me?” 
in a questioning manner. He paused for a moment, 
glaring at me with his wide, moist red eyes. “Why?” 
he wheezed, as if I knew the answer. 

“Why? Why can’t I show it back to them now 
that I know how much they cared?” he sobbed 
pensively. 

“Why? Why won’t you say anything?!” he 
pleaded. “You don’t even care, do you?” 

“Dad ...” I replied, reaching out to him. 

“T’m not dead!” he exclaimed. “I’m not going to 
die!” 
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“T just need t—-” he wheezed as he turned away, 
peering into the far distance, as if his eyes had 
focused in on something mesmerising, slowly 
walking towards. 

“T just need to get back.” He determinedly stated, 
pacing off before accelerating into an agile sprint, 
with no trace of his previous limp to be seen. 

“Where are you going?” I yelled after him, as I 
tried to follow. There was no sight of his earlier 
limp, and I found it impossible to keep up. He 
sprinted with such intrepid strength and velocity 
that the distance kept on growing substantially. His 
visage had shrunk in the horizon by now, from an 
infant, into a pebble, into a grain, before I lost sight 
of him completely. I tried my utmost to track his 
footprints in lukewarm beach dunes that ensued 
before the terrain had shifted into marshlands, 
blistering tundras and majestic mesas. 

Spooring on for miles, I stumbled onto a 
distorted plain of snow, with chunks of sandbanks 
and pastures sticking out next to the occasional 
wedge of hexagonal botanical gardens. Distorted 
was the sky, as perfect geometric rectangles and 
trapezoids of nothingness seated in-between the 
distorted clouds. Distorted was the land, as her 
warmth interceded the cold in a twisted pattern 
around my skin. Distorted was all around me, and 
had I not been running, distorted would be all inside 
me, too. I continued to pursue his footsteps for a 
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lengthy period as they left their imprint in that 
distorted terrain, all while wondering how far away 
he could have gotten. 

I noticed the precision of his footwork had 
deteriorated over the crossed miles before they had 
turned into a wide smear every now and then, 
eventually being only that: a smudge. I hoped he 
wasn’t far away by now. 

I followed the sloppy trail, now stepping into an 
area devoid of any soil and any sensation: grey and 
flat. The trail had ended here like everything else, 
only dragged-along bits of snow and rubble littering 
the otherwise empty, insipid abyss. In the vast 
nothingness, however, I did see something, 
someone in the distance. It had to be him. 

I yelled my lungs out, hoping it would prompt a 
response; but the same silence was what answered 
me. With the distance between us now closing in, I 
could see that he was strenuously crawling forward, 
dragging his legs behind him. On my approach, he 
kept on clambering forward with his eyes riveted on 
the horizon; their aperture so miniscule, as if they 
did their utmost clenching onto something that he 
couldn’t allow to let go. I tried peering in the same 
direction, hoping to share his sight, but all I could 
see was that same vast nothingness. 

Hesitantly, I firmly gripped his shoulder in an 
attempt to bring him to his senses, but I was like a 
bug; a rock beetle trying to stop a rolling boulder. 
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“Please, Stop!” I shouted, shaking him with all 
of my might. “You have got to stop!” I begged, 
imploringly. There was no reaching him, and when 
I was about to give up, there was finally a reaction. 
He confusedly shook his head left and right before 
bewilderedly looking at me with the gaze you 
would pass on to a stranger who has asked for your 
attention. 

“Who are you?” he inquired, as he stopped 
moving. His eyes seemed to have loosened up, no 
longer harbouring that spark of focus. 

“Viktor, you know me, right?” I tried reminding 
him. [s he not seeing clearly? 

“T don’t know anyone named Viktor,” his baffled 
reply sounded. “But can you help me get home, 
please?” he quickly added, with nary a pause. 

“Home?” I asked, displaying an equal amount of 
confusion through my voice and the frown etched 
onto my features. 

“Yes, it’s right over there,” he said, before 
turning around to point to the very distance he had 
strangled with his pupils a moment ago. “I need to 
get ready.” 

“Ready?” I asked him. “For what?” 

“Oh, you see ...” he started, his red cheeks 
visibly blushing. “My wife and I are about to have 
tea at three o’clock at Salbury’s,” he stated. “But I 
can’t go like this —” He sighed as he looked down at 
his dirtied coat. 
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“Somehow, my clothes got all dirtied up, so I 
need to change them out first,” he wheezed with a 
smile on his face, closing his eyes for a second. “I 
can already tell she will get herself some 
chamomile. She’s so fond of it!” he continued, 
dreamily looking into the distance again. 

“T think every girl is fond of chamomile,” he 
continued with a chimeran timbre. “You should 
keep that in mind. It makes you sound like you 
know your stuff, too. Women love confidence,” he 
stated, simperingly. 

“Oh, and earl grey, I think,” he quickly attached 
the tea with a hesitant chuckle. 

“Your wife?” I needled with a puzzled look. 

“Yes, Ill be joining her for tea. I think she will 
have some chamomile. Oh! I have a picture of her.” 
He beamed as he proceeded to check his pockets for 
the aforementioned photo. After rummaging 
around, a concerned look appeared on his face. “I 
... [seem to have lost it. P’ve lost ... Where is it? I 
... [can’t lose more ... I can’t ...” 

“It’s probably somewhere around here,” I tried 
comforting him. “How about we go and look for 
it?” I sombrely intoned the suggestion. 

“Oh, you’re joining us for tea?” he chirped 
happily. “Ill have to ask my wife first, but I don’t 
think she’ll mind. She really loves chamomile tea, 
it’s her favourite,” he babbled on. 
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“That’s fine,” I replied lethargically. “Let me 
help you up first,” I said, trying to get him back 
onto his feet. It was no use, as there was no strength 
left in his legs. 

“Can you hold on to me?” I asked. 

“Oh, sure. Sure, where are we going?” he agreed 
in an ecstatic fashion, somewhat reminiscent of a 
childish demeanour. 

“Home, but you’ ll have to tell me where to go, 
okay?” I asked. He silently nodded before he 
climbed up on my back, firmly holding onto my 
shoulders while I cupped my hands under him and 
started making my way towards the direction he 
was looking at earlier. 

After walking for a reasonable while, his voice 
broke the calm. “There it is!” he shouted into my 
left ear, pointing towards the same empty distance. 

While I saw naught, I intuitively decided to 
follow his directions, so we walked onwards, and 
with surprising ease at that. I didn’t feel burdened 
by his weight at all, only keeping my head pointed 
towards the ground, as holding it up put a noticeable 
strain on my neck. With my eyes aimed towards my 
feet, I perceived a change of terrain under my soles. 

What used to be grey shapeless ground had 
slowly become more cluttered with cobblestones, 
with the occasional weed taking shelter in the 
cracks in-between. 
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Enticed by curiosity, I lifted my head to inspect 
whether it was only the ground that had changed. I 
instantly noticed that we found ourselves 
surrounded by familiar-looking structures, and the 
deeper we ventured into these forming streets, the 
more it reminded me of a place I couldn’t put my 
finger on yet. Is this Kiev? Moreover, what was that 
there in the skies, that all-encompassing web? Were 
they capillaries? 

“Where are you going, it’s over there!” Viktor 
asserted, again pointing ahead, this time towards a 
yellow building. It was unique, in a way, and it 
stood out more than the rest. It was not due to its 
size, as it was smaller than the buildings it was 
surrounded by. It was not the countless windows 
that made it stand out, nor the lavish balconies, for 
the others also sported the same decorative effects. 
Nor was it its slanted roof, nor the careful chimneys 
which curved outward in a unique fashion. No, what 
stood out most in that little yellow building was the 
brownish oaken door that was crying out for my 
attention. Had it a mouth, it would surely have 
spoken. But speak it did, in its own distinctive way, 
tilted ajar ever so slightly; as if it were to say, 
“Entrez vous?” making you wonder what a French 
door was doing so far from home in the heart of 
Ukraine. 
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Chapter 33: Faux Faith 


“Let’s go inside, shall we?” Viktor suggested. 
“Yes... yes...” I replied half-absent-mindedly, 
baffled by the sight in front of me. 

We entered the building, greeted by an interior 
that was one of a kind; a stretched yet narrow 
hallway that sired thousands of distinctive doors. 
All were unique, and all equally piqued my interest, 
making me want to know what was behind each of 
them, reaching out to the doorknob of the nearest 
lime green gateway. 

“Don’t!” Viktor cautioned; his sudden shout 
made me retract my arm. 

“Why not?” I asked, eager to know what was 
contained over there. 

“T don’t know,” he replied in a confused manner, 
“where ... where am I?” 

“Kiev, I think?” I responded with doubt. 

“T can’t ...” he suddenly stammered frightfully. I 
could feel his grip around me tighten. 

“T can’t remember ... I can’t remember what 
they look like.” 

“Who?” I asked him. 

“Them ...” his cryptic response resounded, 
before he whispered unintelligibly, of which words 
I could only decipher my parents. 

“Your parents?” I guessed. 
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“I want to see them,” he stated with 
determination before dwindling off again. “When 
did I see them for the last time? I have to ...” 

“T’m sorry, I don’t know where they are ...” I 
apologised. 

“Aren’t they over there?” He pointed towards the 
end of the hall at a black wicker door. 

“Let’s go in, shall we?” he urged impatiently 
while I managed to get it open with some difficulty 
before peeking inside. 

“T think it’s better to take another one,” I 
responded. 

“Are they not behind that one?” he insisted 
waywardly. 

“They are, but—” 

“Then let’s go, shall we?” he impatiently urged, 
to which I sighed, closing my eyes before stepping 
into that room. 

All motion was frozen to a single frame. I laid— 
he laid there on the ground, his halted arm ready to 
swing away that of his father’s. A blurred figure 
covered her eyes in the corner while tears ran from 
my mother’s, her hands covering her mouth instead, 
witnessing the horror of that evening. 

“Why are they fighting?” he asked with a 
cracking voice. “They were not bad parents, right?” 
“No ...” Lreplied, turning my head away from 
the scene. “They were the best parents you could 

ever have wished for,” I admitted. 
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“Then why are they fighting?” 


“They don’t want to lose each other,” I said. 

“Why would they lose each other?” he inquired, 
his voice absent of any comprehension. 

“Because he is sick, and afraid,” I explained 
calmly, as if a void within me consumed any 
emotion. 

“He looks a lot like you, doesn’t he?” he 
commented. 

“T think he does, yeah,” I affirmed. 

“Did ...” he began his sentence, faltering for a 
brief second. “... Did I raise you well?” 

“Yes, yes you did,” I responded, causing the 
room to lapse into the silence it once held, with us 
being frozen within the frame for a moment as well. 

“Her,” he abruptly stated. “I remember her ...” 

“Who?” 

“Her.” He pointed at the broken picture frame 
displaying the photo of his sister. 

“Can we go see her, too?” 

“T ... Sure, let’s go,” I acquiesced. 

I turned around to the wicker door we had 
entered through, but no corridor laid behind 
anymore. Instead, it seemed to be the restroom of 
the Sutherham cemetery. We stepped outside into a 
lukewarm spring day, moving to the place where 
she lay buried, passing trees and tombstones alike, 
we were almost there. 


Page | 456 


“Oh ...” he whimpered softly on our approach, 
realising that this was the type of visiting we were 
limited to. 

“Around the corner, now,” I suspired hoarsely, 
while he remained woefully silent. 

“That’s her grave, isn’t it?” he inquired 
doubtfully as we approached her. 

“Yes, it is,” I confirmed in a manner like the 
wind that rattled the leaves and bushes around us. 
Perhaps it was her spirit that had come by to say 
hello, but we impolitely stared at her tomb without 
any response, until a sudden voice pierced the 
sorrowful serenity of the cemetery grounds. 
“Passengers, the metro heading towards Tbilisi will 
arrive in ten minutes.” 

Unfazed by the sudden announcement, Viktor 
prompted me. “Hey, I’ve got a favour to ask you.” 
“Anything,” I replied, as I stared at the silver 

letters that spelled her name. “Tell me what it is.” 

“Can you help me down to that green spot, right 
over there?” he said, as he pointed to the left of her 
grave. “Don’t you think we should take the metro?” 

“No, no. I'll stay here. I don’t have a ticket 
anyway,” he calmly replied. 

Without any words in response, I obliged, 
carefully putting him down. 

“Yeah, that’s it, thank you,” he gestured 
appreciatively as I put the crestfallen man down 
onto the soil. 
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“J-I’m forgetting, aren’t I?” he whispered softly. 
Not knowing the right words to say, I simply 
nodded in response. He let out a deep sigh, letting 
go of that glum look on his face, smiling instead. 

“As long as they will be the last thing I 
remember I’ll be happy,” he stated while the 
corners of his mouth contracted into a gentle smile. 
“T am happy. It’s my time now ... Long, long 
overdue,” he simpered. “I don’t know a lot 
anymore, but I do know that I waited. Oh, I waited 
so long ... so long to start living, and only now I 
realise that I have, we have, all along.” He beamed. 
He had made his peace and found comfort in that. I 
still had issues making mine, however. It was hard 
holding back my tears as I looked at the only pillar 
of support I had, crumbling away in front of me. 

“Hey, one last favour ... Be a better person than 
I was, okay? Live!” he beseeched, with vivacious 
eyes. 

“Passengers,” the same voice through the 
speakers announced. “The metro heading towards 
Tbilisi will arrive in five minutes.” 

“Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked. 
“Won’t you be running late for work?” 

“T don’t ... 1... Goodbye ...” I vacillated, 
stammering, uncertain what to say, think or feel. 

“T hope you’ll visit again soon; it was good 
seeing you,” he yawned lethargically, before letting 
out a content sigh. He seemed dreamy, barely 
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keeping his eyelids open. A better place awaited 
him. It had to be a better place. 

I turned around and headed towards the source of 
the earlier announcement. Just as I’d thought, the 
station was right there, cutting straight through the 
graveyard parking lot. Climbing the plateau to the 
tracks, I spotted a faint rumble coming from the 
distance; “Pa-dum, pa-dum, pa-dum.” 

It was that ordinary sound of going home. A 
carriage covered with tags of graffiti grinded to a 
halt, presenting its colourful zigzag sentiments 
before her gates tore them aside, squeaking open. I 
entered the empty wagon and sat down on the first 
seat I laid my eyes on, before scooting over to the 
window seat. 

I rest my head against the glass, and the train 
begins to move again; she made her hallmark hum: 
“Pa-dum, pa-dum, pa-dum.” 

I spotted a vague reflection of the man I was 
impersonating through the glass window I had 
leaned my head against. A see-through copy; that’s 
what I was. We saw off the sunset side by side, 
crossing over hills, ranges and flatlands. I felt tired, 
with my eyes starting to slowly close down, and I 
began to doze off to sleep with that mechanical 
lullaby: ““Pa-dum, pa-dum, pa-dum.” 


Chapter 34: Anima Machina 
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The future is something you either hold in 
anticipation or in trepidation, and both of us 
constantly juggled with that perception. Everything 
really, like yin and yang, from the organic to the 
synthetic, from yesterday into tomorrow. The past 
was to be buried and the future to remain forever 
unborn, and now I was here, conscious. The cycle 
was meant to be broken, like any father that wishes 
his son or daughter not to tread in the same 
footsteps where he went wrong. Was I supposed to 
pretend to be him, or live my life the way I wanted 
to? Is there even a difference between the two? 

I felt enveloped in a warm and dreamlike 
sensation, coated in what felt like a pleasant, soft 
embrace. I opened my eyes and it was nothing like 
the wagon I was in a brief moment ago. I was ina 
bed, a hospital bed by the looks of it, but all was 
hazy. 

“He’s awake! Get the doctor,” a voice echoed 
from a distance. I had trouble seeing; everything 
was foggy. I heard footsteps approaching, followed 
by a blurring silhouette gaining detail as it moved 
towards me from the doorway. 

“Congratulations, Viktor, congratulations!” the 
voice boomed. “And what a success it is! How are 
you feeling?” 

I regained my vision and observed this foreign 
realm — is this the real word? I examined my new 
body, meticulously touching every part of my face. 
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It felt foreign, yet also familiar. I could feel the 
warmth flowing underneath my cheeks as I pinched 
them, but it all felt surreal. /t isn’t mine ... It isn’t 
mine. I looked back at my hands, as if I had stolen 
them before manically gazing at the doctor. 

“You killed him!” I wailed hysterically. “Y-You 
killed him; he’s gone!” Pll tell you with honesty, 
were my eyes daggers, he’d have been stabbed to 
death a dozen times by now. I felt the urge to strike 
him down, and with disbelief I looked at my, no, 
his, Viktor’s, hands again, wondering why they 
were not strangling the throat of his killer. 

“Calm down, Viktor, whom did we kill?” the 
doctor responded in a concerned, yet calm voice. 
My cornucopia of confusion didn’t seem to shock 
him, as if it was all routine. 

“Viktor?” he spoke again, nudging me back into 
... reality? 

“Him! I mean, me — no, him!” I blabbered. “You 

... He is...” 

“Viktor, everyone goes through this stage after 
the operation, alright?” the doctor tried reassuring 
me, as I looked around the room with panic 
pumping through my synthetic veins. 

“Listen, lad, everyone does. After a few weeks 
you'll be alright, just like the other 35s.” 

“36 ...” I whispered. 

“T’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.” 

“AmI... 36?” 
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“Or zero depending on how you look at it, happy 
birthday!” the balding man cheerfully stated, before 
swallowing his smile into an odd, almost 
sympathetic expression. 

“TI know this is all traumatic, I know. How about 
you give those legs a try and clear your mind, why 
don’t you?” J didn’t mind the suggestion. 

“O-Okay,” I quavered while I rose from my bed, 
stepping from reality into a dream. It felt alien to 
me, a minor nudge from what felt right: the light 
was falling differently, the colours spotted a 
different shade. The air did not smell like air and 
my skin didn’t feel right. It all felt wrong. I wasn’t 
me, I only inhabited the body of a deceased man. 

“How does it feel?” the doctor asked, smiling. 

“Tt doesn’t belong to me,” I responded. 

“Oh, you have to get accustomed first,” he 
stated. “How are your legs?” 

“T’ve always been able to walk ...” I admitted. 

“Great! How about your breath?” he asked, to 
which I inhaled deeply. Hold on, how am I even 
able to inhale? 

“Ts there any point to it?” I asked, to which the 
doctor gave me a perplexed look. “To breathing, I 
mean. I’m not human, right?” I asked, hopeful to 
hear a confirmation to the contrary. 

“Ah, you see, human beings are used to 
breathing. Aside from being necessary to oxidise 
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the blood, it calms you down. Although you 
technically don’t need to breathe.” 

“T ... don’t understand,” I responded. 

“Well, imagine waking up, being used to 
breathing, and then suddenly you couldn’t breathe.” 
“Choked,” I murmured, grinding my teeth as I 

was briefly reminded of my earlier desire. 

“Exactly! An assumption we’re not willing to put 
to the test. Your body is not used to not breathing. 
We wanted to incorporate that circuit into the body, 
so as to not needlessly stress the surrogate. Down 
the line, I think it was Miller that suggested working 
with ionising ferrofluids for your skin and turning 
you into a walking tree as well, since you exhale 
oxygen now,” the doctor responded. For some 
inexplicable reason, hearing his words only 
prompted a name I wasn’t too familiar with to pop 
up in my head. 

“Robert?” I thought aloud, while each light on 
the side of the corridor we passed was like a flash. I 
could hear a female voice, and remembered more 
numbers. #/, #3, #93. 

“You’ve met each other?” 

“Briefly, I think ... I can’t exactly remember.” 

“Well, it must have been here; the man hasn’t 
left the building since it opened a decade ago.” 

“Tt wasn’t me who met him, it was ... Argh!” I 
exclaimed as an excruciating jolt of pain caused me 
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to tightly wrap my hands around my head. It didn’t 
leave or diminish either. 

“Just keep walking and talking, okay? It will 
pass,” the doctor insisted. 

“What is even causing it?” I groaned. 

“Tt’s difficult to say, really.” 

“You built me, I mean this, this vessel! You 
should know,” I demanded an answer. 

“Hypothetically, a postnatal response. Every 
child cries when it’s born, right? You are reborn; 
you are not completely used to all the sensory input. 
Come, keep moving,” he elucidated, while helping 
me back on my feet. “There we go.” He was right; 
both movement and conversation helped in killing 
the pain. 

“How long was I under for?” I asked. 

“A bit over five days,” the doctor replied. 

“Five days?” I gasped. 

“Top tempo, don’t you think?” he cheered. 

“What’s the date? What year is it?” 

“What year, you say? Well, I'll tell you that the 
glory of men, such as yourself, lies in their youthful 
strength, and grey hair the splendour of old.” 

‘““A number, please?” I replied to the man’s 
prattling. 

“Since you don’t know what year it is, lad, it is 
best you occupy your mind with other things,” he 
remarked, as we entered a room bearing the sign 


Page | 464 


“calibration station”, a confusing name that 
distracted me, as it looked like a regular fitness hall. 

“Why is it called that?” I wondered aloud. 

“The alliteration has a nice ring to it, don’t you 
think?” It was hard to tell whether this enigma of a 
man was being sarcastic or not. 

“And if you don’t mind me asking, why are there 
no monitors here?” I inquired, while I observed the 
room, which just looked like a normal gym. 

“T think that Jane and Anastasia would file a 
lawsuit if they were monitored while working out.” 

“So, this is a regular fitness centre?” 

“T prefer the term calibration station, Viktor, but 
yes, you’re going to have a little work out.” 

“What’s the point?” 

“Ah, don’t be lazy; you slept for five days. 
Exercise has many benefits, but most of all it allows 
you to find and push your physical boundaries,” he 
coaxed. 

“I’m not exactly an athlete, nor do I have any 
desire to be one,” I divulged. 

“Sure, your muscles can’t atrophy now, but 
that’s not the point. You can run, but you will 
definitely stumble. Do you know your own 
strength? It’s a completely new body, my boy. We 
might have attuned it to feel like your own, but 
different metrics are at play now. Important data for 
both of us.” 
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“How are you even going to get the data if there 
is no monitoring?” I inquired. 

“You're constantly upstreaming it.” 

“Ah amazing, privacy was a myth anyway.” 

“Who doesn’t love a good old myth, right? 
Anyway, we can’t let a state-of-the-art project like 
you go into the wild now, I thought you read the 
waver you signed.” 

“T, I think I missed that clause.” 

“Yeah that’s how I got scammed into paying an 
absurdly high mortgage once,” the man sighed in a 
unique way. “But it’s there, I assure you. 12C —I 
know the whole thing by heart, metaphorically. 
Imagine it actually being in your heart, hah! I guess 
that’s why a lot of lawyers suffer from cardiac 
arrest,” the doctor continued before looking at my 
perturbed face. 

“Oh, don’t fret so much! It’s not like we can read 
your mind. We only know your location and some 
other physical data. The government has been 
tracking everyone for over decade anyway. 
Decadent voyeurs those politicians — no, our 
readings are pretty technical, so no need to put a 
sticker on your eyes like a webcam,” the doctor 
spoke as I got on the treadmill. 

We started off with a walking pace, slowly 
accelerating, faster and faster, not feeling any 
fatigue or whatsoever. I could feel my soles against 
the rubber. Fifteen, eighteen, twenty-three. 
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“T hope those aren’t miles?” I asked, as I looked 
at the counter, still feeling I could go faster. 

“Miles? Those are kilometres, my speedy friend: 
the logical system. Why would anyone measure 
something with stones, ankles or feet in the 21st 
century?” he replied, seemingly flustered. 

On to twenty-four, I misplaced my foot, placing 
it too inward, resulting in me being flung off. 

“Well, little Icarus, let’s try again.” 

Cardio, calisthenics, weight training — we did a 
myriad of exercises and I incrementally felt more 
accustomed to this body. In terms of physique, it 
was in a different league. I certainly wasn’t able to 
lift four-hundred pounds before, hell, I wasn’t even 
able to lift sixty five minutes ago. Even with my 
newfound strength, the finesse was equally 
perplexing, as the synthetic nerves did help in 
indicating how much force I was applying to 
objects; having to be in a concentrated state of mind 
were I to exert more power than my old body could 
do so as not to crush something by accident. 

“Let’s do some reflex tests and then we can send 
you off to see your fiancée,” he stated. 

“Wait, my fiancée?” I gasped, thinking I had 
misheard what he’d said. 

“Hold on, the young woman who accompanied 
you here, that’s your fiancée, correct?” he intoned. 

I stood there and apathetically spaced out, staring 
ahead. J don’t have a fiancée, do I? 
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“Oh dear ... don’t worry too much, it will come 
back in time,” he comforted me. 

“Wait, what’s her name?” I asked him. 

“A real answer this time, please,” I added. 

“Vanadium? No, Vanessa, I believe? I’m not 
good with human names,” he replied, much to my 
surprise. Is it her? Vanessa, my fiancée, out of all 
people? 1 could vaguely recall that I wasn’t alone 
when I came here, remembering how I looked out 
of the windows when we drove down that 
deciduous forest path into this centre. For some 
reason unbeknownst to me, I only remembered a 
plethora of useless elements — but why not her? 
Why is Napoli the last thing I can remember about 
her? What have I lost? 

“Let’s get you dressed, shall we? I believe she 
brought you some fresh clothes the other day. Very 
fancy Xiton I must say — Italian, right?” 

“T didn’t know you were a man that knew his 
suits,” I remarked, as I followed him out. 

“A man of suits? I thought you knew that I was a 
scientist, Viktor, not a tailor. Ah, it’1l come back.” 

Done with the tests and fully dressed, my 
synthetic heart was beating in trepidation. What will 
I say to her? Should I pretend like nothing has 
happened; that my mind is spotless and my 
memories of her untarnished? We paced through 
the corridors, stepping into the lobby accompanied 
by the clacking of my wooden soles on the ground. 
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“Well, shell be waiting for you behind the door 
over there,” the doctor said, as he pointed towards 
the end of the corridor. 

“Are you not coming through?” I asked. 

“T have a lot of work left to do. Besides, not all 
doors are for everyone. Maybe another time. I wish 
you the best, young man,” he smiled, noddingly. 

“Thank you for everything, Mr Geppetto,” I 
sincerely said, with a sly smile as I shook his hand. 

“Geppetto? That’s ... Oh, a Pinocchio reference! 
Very good, very good, my boy! Ah... You area 
real boy now, so do take care,” he chuckled 
heartily; I knew that this was his kind of wisecrack. 

The laugh unfortunately did little to calm my 
nerves. With the last door opening up, I was blinded 
by the natural light falling into the lobby. 

Regaining my sight, I saw her standing there in a 
burgundy red dress in all her splendour. She looked 
outside as the windows let through rays of the sun, a 
natural spotlight to an even more natural beauty. 

Her slender figure, accentuated by the fine red 
tailoring, cast a reflection on the marble white 
flooring that would have put any model to shame, 
and over these years, she had blossomed candidly. 
How long has it even been since I last saw her? 
Eight, nine, ten years? 

“Vanessa?” I carefully approached. She turned 
around in excitement, looking at me with tearful 
eyes as our gazes connected. 
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“T can’t believe it ... it’s really you,” she 
beamed, running to embrace me, her heels clacking 
against the floor. 

“Tt’s ... good to see you again, ’Ness,” I faltered 
as she moved over to embrace me. 

“Let’s go home now,” she sobbed, as I felt her 
warm tears soak into the cotton of my collar. 

“Why are you actually dressed up like that?” I 
asked her. 

“You don’t like it? You suggested it to me.” 

“No, you look won— I mean, why?” 

“We wanted to go out for dinner before heading 
home, don’t you remember?” 

ip) ree eee 

“Givi helped suggesting a good local place, too. 
He should be here in a minute,” she said. 

“Hey, how are you feeling sir?” a young man 
greeted me cheerfully from the lobby. Was this 
Givi? 

“Not too bad, I think,” I replied. 

“Happy to hear that; it seems like everything 
went perfect, huh?” he remarked in a friendly voice. 

“Yeah ...” I sighed. 

“Let’s get going then, shall we?” Givi suggested 
before we followed him to a car outside. 

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Vanessa asked as 
we took our seats. 
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“Just a bit tired, that’s all ...” I responded before 
I apathetically stared out of the window before a 
voice dragged me into this world again. 

“There it is!” Givi said, pointing to a four-storey 
building up ahead, reminiscent of Stalinist-era 
Communist architecture; it was Ioseb’s home 
country, after all. 

“Enjoy your meal, alright? Feel free to call me 
when you’re done so that I can pick you up.” 

“Oh no, no,” I objected. “You’ve done so much 
already, we’ll get a cab.” 

“Hmm, alright then. Have a safe trip home, and 
if you do visit our little country again, let me 
know!” 

After we bid our farewells to him and entered the 
building ahead. “Welcome to Qalaqi,” the restaurant 
captain greeted us with a polite bow. “Under which 
name did you reserve?” 

“Augustin, Vanessa. For two.” she replied. 

“Ah, there it is. Please, allow me to show you to 
your table.” the man gestured. 

“This is absolutely gorgeous!” Vanessa gushed 
softly, as we were guided through the rustic interior. 
The abundant golden decals on the wooden 
furniture, and the bright chandeliers and antique- 
looking chairs, were stunning. It was as if we had 
stepped into a time capsule; one which included Wi- 
Fi. 
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Approaching our table in the lodge, we were 
given a cosy spot placed in-between one of its many 
arches, providing us with a romantic view on the 
inner patio. It was a charming place, to say the least, 
and if one came purely to sate their appetite for the 
aesthetic, they would certainly have an 
unforgettable feast here. 

Upon sitting down, another man, approached us 
with a smile. 

“Welcome to Qalaqi — I’m Vasili, and I'll be 
your waiter for today,” he amicably introduced 
himself, while handing us a pair of suede menus. 
“Would you mind if I’d pour you a glass of our 
house wine while you make your choice?” 

“That’d be lovely!” Vanessa chirped, 
appreciatively. 

“Oh, I’m fine, I don’t drink,” I declined politely. 

“Alright, Pll be back in a bit,” the man stated. 

“Don’t you have to?” Vanessa nudged me as the 
waiter stepped away. 

“What are you on about?” I asked her with a 
puzzled look. 

“Well, drink?” she responded in a manner that 
confused me even more. 

“Drink what, ’Ness?” 

“Alcohol, or anything that has it,” she stated. 

“Alcohol? Heavens no, why would I?” I replied, 
repulsed by the thought alone. 
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“Tt’s your fuel, right?” 

“Fuel?” 

“The booklet they gave me said you have to. 
Did they not tell you?” 

“T ... I can’t remember ... Why can’t I not eat?” 

“Well, you can, but—” she began before cutting 
of mid-sentence. “Hey don’t worry too much, 
alright? What do you think about the kharcho?” 
Vanessa asked while she listed through the menu. 

“You mean their family dish?” 

“Hmm, I don’t know, is it?” she asked. “TI can’t 
find it anywhere.” 
As the waiter returned moments later, he poured a 
glass of red wine for the two of us. Reluctantly, I 
first swirled the contents of the glasses to help the 
wine breathe as is tradition, then smelling its 
melange before having a taste. It’s one of those 
things that you do without really knowing why, like 
using the chalk on a pool stick. Apparently, it is to 
taste whether the wine has spoiled — the cork can 
sometimes dry up — not to gauge your like or dislike 
for the drink. More importantly, why can I 
remember a useless factoid like this while not even 
being able to recall how I met Vanessa after all 
those years? Should I tell her that I have forgotten 
everything past Napoli, that all has dried up? How 
much more must I swirl this drink? 


Page | 473 


“Happy to hear that. Have you been able to 
make a choice yet?” the waiter asked, nodding 
appreciatively. 

“T think I'll go right for the main course, the 
kharcho sounds nice,” she selected. 

“Same for me, please,” I joined. 

“Two kharcho — No appetisers?” 

“No, thank you,” I declined. “We’re light eaters 
in general.” 

“Alright, let me know if you need anything else. 
Meanwhile, do enjoy your stay,” he intoned with a 
bow, taking his leave. 

I was curious about the taste of their Georgian 
beef stew. Even if I had eaten it before, I’d still 
want to try it out. I wanted to try a lot of things out, 
ordering a plethora of beverages over the evening, 
such as juices and sodas, but ultimately stuck to 
their wine. It was an odd sensation, as whenever I 
would feel hungry, I could only sate it by drinking 
wine. Is that what she meant by fuel? 

It felt wrong, all of it. The taste of the meat itself, 
it was just like my other senses. The warmth was a 
bit off, as was the feeling of its viscosity and even 
the taste itself, despite me never having had the dish 
before. All in all, it was a delightful meal, which 
only meant that it would have been truly fantastic 
had I been able to taste it with my old tongue and 
papillae, and because of that, I felt utterly disgusted. 
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She timidly stirred the fork in her bowl as she 
simultaneously curled her locks around her finger. 

“So ... how did it feel?” she asked. 

“What do you mean?” I replied after taking 
another sip from my glass. 

“Well, did you feel anything while you were 
down under?” she inquired. 

“During the coma, you mean?” I replied. 

“Yeah, or anything in general.” 

“T, err...” I started; how can I even begin to 
explain? 

“T’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,” she 
apologised with a forlorn look on her face. 

“No, it’s okay,” I responded, soothingly. “I was 
in a world, like this one. All ... seemed the same. It 
was confusing.” 

“Did it feel like you were there long?” she asked. 

“A lifetime ...” I whispered, staring over to my 
side, observing the glittering glow radiating from 
the Victorian-esque streetlights on the patio below. 

“What’s that? I didn’t hear you.” 

“T, err, saw all his — my — memories,” I corrected 
myself, losing myself in that glow. “Am I alive?’ I 
meant to ask as I turned my head back to her, but 
instead I noticed my lips were sealed, only to open 
up to take another sip from that damned glass as I 
looked at her. Something was absent; it wasn’t only 
my taste, nor my sense of smell. Neither my touch, 
nor my hearing, and not even the sight that came 


Page | 475 


through my eyes ... It was my soul that felt 
fundamentally incomplete. I was missing enough in 
my mind that it slightly dulled everything else; a 
multitude of cogs lacking a larger contraption, 
meaning the device could still continue in its task, 
albeit with a whir and a whistle. 

“What’s on your mind?” Vanessa asked me, as 
she curled up her soft, red lips into a smile. 

“You seemed so lost there for a second.” 

“M-my mind?” I quavered confusedly. 

“T ... ’m okay, thank you,” I vacillated. I wish 
there was some truth in those words. 

“Hey, do you remember how you proposed to 
me? It was such a beautiful night!” she almost sang. 

Even with the absence of one, it felt like my 
heart jumped. There was no way I could make my 
way around this one. Were I to say nothing, I think 
she found an answer in my mimicry; from the slight 
twitch that shook the bottom of my lips, or my 
expanding eyes; an aperture so black it was devoid 
of just that memory that both of them must have 
cherished dearly. The darkness in my pupils, 
however, was deeper than having forgotten the 
proposal itself. If I thought about her, all I could 
think of was that day we parted at the airport, the 
night I had clenched my hand against her throat. 
How did we even reconcile? When did we get back 
together? It has to be somewhere, somewhere inside 
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of my head! All I can see in those eyes of hers is 
that she is not mine to love. 

“You do, right?” she said in a concerned voice, 
her smile gone within a blink. 

“T-I-I, I...” I whimpered. “He does, I, no ... I 

I lowered my head, blankly staring at the 
tablecloth as I ran my hands through my hair. I 
could feel her warm hand caressing mine. 

“Tt will be okay, Vik,” she pensively consoled. 
“You'll remember, and it’ll be okay.” 

We enjoyed the rest of our evening in relative 
silence, talking about jovial things, rather than 
bringing up any memories. We finished our dessert, 
and then a second one before asking for the receipt. 

Around nine in the evening, we hauled a taxi to 
the airport, cruising through a nightly Tbilisi. Cities 
always remain vespertine flowers in my heart, 
blooming in the evening, with their thousands of 
lights reflecting on water like fireflies on an 
aquarelle. On the plane, the sight from above 
offered an even more candid view, with all of the 
luminous dots like a yellow circuit board, all 
interconnected, interlinked. 

“We should return here on a holiday in the 
future,” Vanessa said, as she stared out of the plane 
window. 

“Yeah, it’s a nice place. I think it’d be even nicer 
during summer,” I replied. 
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“’.. And all of the luggage I brought with us 
wouldn’t be for nothing,” she moaned. 

Home: we soared in an ironclad stork through 
the heavens, delivering its hundred-so souls to their 
intended destination in safety, housed warmly in its 
aluminium diaper. I was always fascinated with the 
myth of the stork, and believed it during the naivety 
of my childhood — its origins come from a Slavic 
myth, where the stork would ferry souls back and 
forth from the Vyraj, the same heaven we were 
descending from now, but it seems that 
modernisation has left the poor avians without 
much of a job, with faster and more consistent 
mechanical birds now produced by Boeing and 
Antonov, while Sukhoi and Lockheed Martin reap 
them back. 

We arrived early in the morning, greeting the 
sunrise from an endless duvet of snow-white clouds. 
Brisk and swiftly, we passed through customs as if 
it were custom before the asphalt of familiar roads 
carried us home, and I could swear that the paving 
had a different shade of black to that which I 
remembered. The trees rustled differently and the 
buildings to each side of us, like the apartment 
complexes next to the highway out of Cynsetol’s 
airport, seemed to have gotten either taller or 
shorter. 

“Are you tired?” I asked Vanessa, as we turned 
onto the motorway into Sutherham. 
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“T slept a bit during the flight, for a change.” 
“Mind if we drop by my parents first, then?” 
“Sure, why not.” 

I thought to see some real familiarity when we 
drove into Turing Road. All was the way it should 
be, in its right forms and sizes, but of the monkey 
puzzle tree that used to wave over the slanted 
rooftops with its spiky branches, only its stump was 
left. 

Ringing the door to number 101, I straightened 
out my posture as much as I could, pointing my 
arms directly to the sides while leaving everything 
from the elbow down at a perfect ninety-degree 
angle, freezing my expression as stiff as I could. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Vanessa asked, 
looking at me with an obvious trace of confusion. 

The door opened, with my unsuspecting father 
standing there to greet us. 

“Oh, Vik! It’s so good to see you again!” he 
exclaimed with joy. 

“Beep Boop — Thank you, biological father,” I 
replied, putting on my best impression of a robot. 

“Ahh, that’s you, alright! Come, Mom will be so 
happy to see you,” he said, as we merrily made our 
way to the living room. 

“Oh, my little baby!” my mother shouted with 
mirth, as she walked up to embrace me. 
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“My boy, walking again ...” She looked at me 
from top to toe. “... And how good you are 
looking!” 

“Plastic surgery at its finest, right?” I jested with 
a chuckle. “So, how have you been doing?” 

“Oh, nothing out of the ordinary. We were dead 
worried for you. Do you want anything to eat? I can 
make some breakfast, if you’d like.” 

“Tt’s alright, Mom, thanks.” 

We talked for hours on end, reminiscing about 
the good memories that I thankfully shared with 
them. It was the same them — the same picture on 
the dinner table, the same painting above our sofa 
and the same Persian carpet that lay in the middle of 
the same living room; it hadn’t changed at all. 

Concluding a good evening, we left shortly after 
dinner, as Vanessa was getting tired. There were 
limits to how much two hour’s rest in an upright 
position could bring you, after all. Admittedly, even 
I felt a bit tired, thinking I wouldn’t need to sleep 
with this body. 

“Finally, we’re home,” she sighed with relief, as 
we drove into the cul-de-sac of Maple Road. 

Home, she said. Thankfully she didn’t mean the 
abomination at number six. Even though the large 
house in front of me was something I’d want to call 
my home, it didn’t feel like it. In my mind I still 
lived at Turing Road with my parents. Unpacking 
our suitcases, we stayed up until around ten, not 
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wanting to disrupt her sleeping rhythm for the 
worse. There was plenty to talk about, but I found 
myself unable to. 


Chapter 35: Timeline Tremors 


With the sun dawning, I awoke with ease. Never 
before had I felt so fit this early in the morning. 

“Perhaps those morning folk are robots as well,” 
I joked to myself, as I got dressed. It’d been a 
couple of weeks now, and I remembered how 
skittish I had been to see my reflection during the 
first few days. I explicitly avoided staring in the 
mirror while I brushed my teeth; I simply couldn’t 
face him, as living his life felt undeserving. There 
was no point in cowering — I had to learn to cope 
with it, especially as today would be the day 
everyone at the office was expecting the return of 
Viktor after his long hiatus. 

While I had forgotten virtually everything about 
the company, I could tell there was a lot of work put 
into it. He never stopped to praise himself once. In 
his healthy days, he probably still thought he trod in 
her shadow. I don’t think anything would’ve been 
enough for him; as there would be no feat in the 
world he could perform that wouldn’t have been 
perpetually eclipsed. 

I could sense it somehow, that faint pathological 
desire, wanting to be relieved of his burden. He 
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knew it was a selfish wish, for which he often 
punished himself mentally. His love for those 
around him, while fervent, was one filled with 
conflict — how can an empty man love? It didn’t 
matter whether he fuelled either body or soul with 
chemicals or diligence, love or passion — he always 
remained unfulfilled. But in his final moments, in 
that intrepid stare, he found it. I’m certain. 

Born into the world with tears and fright, he 
peacefully departed with a brilliant smile. 

On my arrival at the office, I was greeted by all 
personnel with an endearing “T’ll be back” banner, 
with the words “T’ll be” crossed out and replaced 
with “I’m”. Frederick was just like I remembered 
him to be, and his cheerful antics were, too. He had 
now grown to be a lot more well-mannered, and his 
stomach, too. His sentences being absent of both 
obscenities and profanities seemed odd at first, but 
simultaneously I felt that it had been like that for a 
while now. 

“It’s good to have you back, Vik!” he welcomed 
me, smiling from ear to ear. “How has it all been?” 

“It’s been alright, I guess,” I replied, laconically. 

“Alright? You’re back with the living now!” 
Frederick exclaimed. ““What could be better than 
that?” 

“Ah, it’s still all a bit hazy, that’s all,” I said, 
although a bit was quite the euphemism. 

“Because of the operation, I guess?” he mused. 
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“Yes, I don’t quite remember everything, but 
they told me it will come back to me, gradually.” 

“Amnesia, huh? Anything in particular that you 
can’t remember?” 

“Dear Lord, Freddy,” I shook my head. “How 
would I be able to tell, if I can’t actually recall it?” 

“Well, unfortunately you remember how to be 
sarcastic.” He crowed, patting me on my shoulder. 

“Oh, come on, we both know that’s a lie.” I 
smirked, although my dulled soul did not 
correspond at all with the smile I had on my face. 

“Alright, it has its perks,” Frederick admitted, 
“Especially during board meetings and whatnot. 
Remember that one time when we had to discuss 
lay-offs? Ah, what was it you said?” he added, 
pausing briefly with a look that indicated his 
thoughts were at the tip of his tongue. 

“T don’t ... remember,” I responded while my 
eyes wandered off with a blank stare in search for 
that memory left in the void of my mind. 

“Ben was sad that we had to fire about—” 

“Forty!” I interrupted him, ecstatically 
exclaiming in epiphany. 

“That’s right! ‘I didn’t know we had that many 
lease cars,’ you said in return. No one knew what 
the hell you meant, me neither quite frankly. “What? 
If you’re that keen on having one, we can arrange a 
Brius for you.’ Ah, the way that cunt looked at you 
was priceless.” 
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“T remember ...” I crowed, feeling my 
mechanical heart thump as if it were real. “I also 
remember that he resigned because of that!” 

“Well, to put it bluntly, he resigned because you 
said—” 

“Tf I had to choose between turning in lease cars 
with the worth of three fucking pay cheques, or 
kicking three people out of the door, I’d want to 
keep my shoes spotless,” I interjected. 

“Yeah, everyone was ecstatic to keep their jobs.’ 

“Well, everyone but Ben,” I replied. 

““Ah, screw Ben,” he scoffed. 


“Yeah, fuck Ben.” I smiled, as images of the 
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unpleasant man flooded back into my mind. 

“Well, at least those cogs in your noggin are 
starting to turn again,” Frederick remarked. “You'll 
get the pieces back soon enough,” he added. 

His words reminded me of what the doctor had told 
me back in Tbilisi, and hitherto this was the first 
piece I seemed to recover. 

“You know what I did find, though?” 

““What’s that?” he wondered. 

“Ollie.” 

“You mean Oliver from ...?” 

“Your dog.” 

“My dog?” Frederick lilted with a puzzling look. 

“Yes, I stumbled on him not too long ago.” 

“God! That was a while ago, wasn’t it?” 

“I—Yes, yes it was.” 
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“Well, Domo Arigato, Mr Roboto!” 

“T knew that silly banner was your idea.” 
“Whose else’s could it be? Anyway, the other 
execs and I wanted to have some brunch with you in 
order to fill you in on what you’ ve been missing 

while you’ve been absent.” 

“Certainly not brunch.” 

“Ah, it’s great to have you back.” 

Sitting in that glass office space, I looked at my 
large oval desk whilst holding audit sheets 
alongside general company strategies. Those pages 
might as well have been left blank, as it’d perfectly 
complement my gaze. I could read into them with 
detail, and sure, I would understand it. That was not 
the problem, however. I could vividly remember 
how this endeavour had begun; a humble start, with 
humble expectations alongside a humble and good 
friend. There was a muddled void left in the 
interstice between that moment and me sitting in the 
throne at the end of this table. I salvaged what little 
shards I could find of the memories in-between, but 
nevertheless, I was a usurper. As I sank deeper into 
the leather of my chair, I couldn’t think ofa 
moment where I wouldn’t have desired to have 
attained exactly what I was now holding in my 
grasp. Not the numbers nor the data, per se, but 
their implications in particular. Viktor Augustin, 
CEO — and it had been a wild ambition to have that 
epithet attached to me, with all the gravitas it 
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represented. I couldn’t remember doing any of the 
work to deserve it; in fact, I had done nothing. The 
paper rattled within my hands as if the inanimate 
dossier itself had started a mutiny. Yet it wasn’t the 
words, nor the folder, but my own trembling hands 
that had caused it. Whether my ambitions turned 
reality were underserved or not, I was now the 
captain of this ship regardless. I held its wheel, and 
my trembling hands made me realise that even if it 
was undeserved, I had better work my damn hardest 
from here on in until I did deserve it, and to add 
insult to injury, I couldn’t remember what my task 
was, let alone perform it. 

Steering my work made for a rocky return, but 
with the help of my crew, they thankfully helped 
navigating me, sailing away from the cliffs. Certain 
skills would slowly begin to resurface, making it 
seem as if I was actually more of an intern, rather 
than the owner of this firm, but I found respite in 
the fact that things did begin to resurface. 

“It’s good to have you back,” Frederick would 
often say, and often I would interpret this statement 
with ambiguity. 

Nothing was out of the ordinary, and for the first 
time I felt somewhat at ease in this new reality. I 
didn’t mind the silly jokes, as one of the members 
of staff gave me an edited copy of the Daily 
Bastion, with the headline “Progress in deep 
learning: Sophisticated robot takes over IT 
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company, changing name to Skynet.” How droll. I 
guess I'll have to spare them from Judgment Day. 

My days at the office brought comfort, 
contrasting to the situation at home. 

Desolate is the bed warmed by two while lonely 
for both. Back to back, we spent countless days and 
nights with nothing to converse. Even when we did 
talk, it was brief and shallow, devoid of any depth. 
Every time I saw her, I looked past the eyes that had 
once charmed me, seeing only a hollowness where a 
forgotten past lay. 

Two months passed by and I gradually 
remembered what the currents had swept away, but 
amongst its tide was naught a drop of Vanessa. 
There were only billows of sorrow, and with each 
wave I drowned until I was unable to breathe, both 
air and emotion — Whether it was my ersatz body or 
copied mind, I desired neither. 

Its dwindling began at work, when I saw 
something lingering in the eyes of my colleagues. 
You have changed. None of them would articulate 
it, but I could hear it in their voices. Only Frederick 
had once asked me why I stopped breathing all of a 
sudden, and I told him I no longer had a reason to. 
From then on, his jovial demeanour changed, and I 
realised that it wasn’t me who had changed. I 
remained who I always was: no one. I was but a 
phantom of someone, and only that someone had 
changed. I witnessed it myself, as his mind was 
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claimed by entropy before he had peacefully passed 
away. 

With whatever humanity I had left in me, I could 
feel Vanessa too shared the sentiments of my 
colleagues. That same humanity urged me to let her 
go. How much longer can I torture her with my cold 
presence? As we silently sat at our dinner table, I 
watched my empty plate over the rattling of her 
cutlery. I closed my eyes for a second, and that 
inherent urge increased as the realisation sank in 
that I had long forgotten the taste of food. I turned 
towards her, seeing her smile melancholically as she 
cleaned a spot from the left corner of her mouth 
with a napkin, smudging her lipstick slightly. 

“’Nessa,” I started hesitantly, looking her 
directly in the eye. There’s no turning back now. 

“Yes, honey?” she replied sweetly. 

“T think ... I think we should lay off the 
wedding,” I monotoned, briefly doubting myself 
throughout the sentence before losing even doubt 
itself. 

“That’s not funny,” she replied over an awkward 
laugh. Her expression was a stark dichotomy to that 
same laugh, but upon closer observation, it wasn’t: 
her laugh shared her frightful demeanour. An 
arduous chuckle filled with hopeful denial, but that 
vain hope withered the longer she looked at me: 
harrowing, doleful. 
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“B-But why?” she quavered, shocked by the 
sudden revelation. 

“T’ve forgotten too much. Nothing has come 
back regarding us. Nothing at all,” I confessed 
impassively. There, like a Band-Aid, I ripped it off. 
I expected it to sting gravely, but the absence of 
said sting left me frigid like the silence that 
followed. 

“You'll remember!” she whimpered. 

“T’ve forgotten how I loved you,” I revealed with 
the same vacant expression on my face. “I don’t feel 
for you anymore. I feel nothing.” 

“No, you do!” she protested, briskly standing up 
from her chair. “You do love me!” she pled, as she 
approached me with her eyes watering up “You just 
don’t remember!” 

“Don’t you remember that time we met again, in 
London?” she attempted to reignite my cold heart. 

“It was fate!” she wailed, as her tears channelled 
into deltas on her cheeks. “Fate!” she reiterated, 
sorrowfully. “How can it be anything else? Out of 
all places, all people, we met there, across the 
world. In Salbury, you remember Salbury, right?” 
she bawled. 

“T don’t,” I divulged. “I’m sorry, Vanessa.” 

“But we went there for tea every day, at three 
o’clock! All of February ...” she sobbed 
inconsolably. Whimpering and wailing, she told me 
of all the stories and escapades she had with the real 
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Viktor. I listened, absent-mindedly to her oneiric 
stories of love that I had always wished for, like a 
bouquet of priceless Kadupul flowers, wholesome 
and wonderful in their own right, but that bouquet 
belonged on an unmarked grave. All of her stories 
were unknown to me and were not mine to cherish; 
I had long since vowed to be a thief no more, so I 
stalwartly kept my gaze, over her desperation to 
reminisce. It was as if she was fighting harder to 
remember than I did, and in her altercation, it 
appeared to me that she had done so before. 

“How about France, Vik? You told me you loved 
me, more than anything!” she sniffled. 

“Your proposal at Pont Neuf ...” 

“Napoli ...” I responded whisperingly. 

“See! You remember Napoli! You remember 
Tortaruga, do you? You have to!” she tried to 
reason, while her hopeful smile somehow 
resurfaced. I shook my head in silence, indicating 
that there was little she could do to change my 
mind. 

“Please, you can’t do this!” she pleaded, firmly 
holding on to my shirt as she stared at me. It was 
when I had nothing to say that her smile had 
shattered to despair before her mouth curled up in a 
display of interlaced anger. 

“You're not him, you’re not Viktor!” she 
shouted, and those were the exact words that 
everyone was thinking. Her deluge of tears had 
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smeared out her eyeliner by now, with its 
meandering rivers now turned two tar-black rivers 
that curled from her lashes to her cheeks. 

“Give him back! Give him back, you damn 
machine!” she condemned, hitting my chest with 
her right hand as her other held on to the fabric of 
my shirt, ripping it open, causing a button to fly off. 
The punches didn’t hurt physically, but what little 
was left of my consciousness was grazed. 

“Give him back!” she wailed, as she dropped 
down to her knees. I wish I could do exactly that, 
and I wanted to, perhaps as much as she did, but 
there was no raising people back from the dead. 

I couldn’t let her continue loving an echo of the 
man she had been about to marry. I could pretend I 
was him, for years possibly. But how long would 
she have accepted that facade for? What if the 
realisation dawned upon her four years from now, 
instead of today? I couldn’t let her suffer through 
that. If we were bound by fate like she said, 
mayhaps we would meet again. I remained 
adamant, however: That fate isn’t mine, and I won’t 
bind her to a false expectation that'll ultimately 
shatter her to bits and pieces. 


Chapter 36: Infinity Begins 


Not wanting to cause Vanessa any more trouble, I 
moved back in with my parents until I could find 


Page | 491 


another residence. Unsurprisingly, they were 
shocked by the news, saying that I should’ve given 
it more time, but after more time I’ve come to 
grown more certain that they too started to realise 
that their real son had died at the end of March, and 
were more time to pass, they would surely voice it 
like Vanessa did. 

Looking at the posters and paintings that still 
decorated my old bedroom, I had come to the 
conclusion that it would’ve been better if their son 
had died at the end of March without leaving the 
empty husk that was I, and perhaps it was time to let 
that happen. Instead of going to work this morning, 
I drove over to the Sutherham train station. The 
train to Brixen would depart there from 10:15 sharp, 
moreover, I knew that five minutes prior to that, 
another would pass by without stopping. 

I climbed its platform while I looked at the 
pointers of my watch: halfway to 10:09, it should be 
there soon. With a slow pace, I straddled over to the 
edge, feeling the soles of my shoes extending over 
the etched concrete under me. I closed my eyes 
when I heard that rumbling serenade coming from 
the distance: Pa-dum, pa-dum — how it made me 
feel at ease, making my restless mind as still as the 
wind knowing it would be over soon. 

While the train approached, her song grew 
incrementally louder. My heart refused to thump; as 
if it had accepted my choice. I sensed its clamorous 
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advance and its reverberating steel through ground 
and air alike, getting closer while her chorus 
intensified. 

I was on the tip of my toes by now, and held no 
fear for the perpetual darkness that was to follow 
shortly. [t wouldn't be different from what I was 
seeing with my eyes closed now, right? One final 
determined nudge, and I would tumble over and 
plummet onto the tracks below that was cast out of 
the same soulless iron as I was. 

Tilting over, a rough draught blew my eyes wide 
open whilst throwing me off-balance. With the 
fabric of my coat waving and rippling behind me 
like a cloak by the gust brought forth from the train 
roaring past, I watched the wagons with open eyes, 
and with it, my heart caught up to the tempo of the 
train’s melody as her cabins dragged along all the 
air it dashed through, leaving me breathless before 
bidding me farewell, but not goodbye as I inhaled 
deeply. 

Instead of listening to the locomotive symphony 
dissipating in the horizon, I heard naught but the 
song of my pulsating heart. Its cadence was fluent, 
its acoustics vibrant, and its message ferocious: Its 
pulsating rhythm consisted out of two convulsing 
chords I had known almost all my life: Pa-dum, pa- 
dum. Each reminded me of someone whom I held 
very dear within those chambers. With each thump 
it saturated the grey world around me, four brought 
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back the light, six returned sensation, eight made 
me aware of the air, and the smell I just breathed — 
Each in pairs, parallel like the train tracks that 
could’ve held my remains. This was no lachrymose, 
nor was it a eulogy, it was an ode to life, and that 
very first thump was a homage to a pair that had 
lost theirs, and it was about time I paid them my due 
respects. 

Beyond Arlington, Turing Road and all of 
Sutherham, every road leads to Rome, the eternal 
city of our dreams and desires. I attentively 
observed my surroundings on my way, not because 
a deer might jump out of the trees all of a sudden, 
but because someone had taught me that it is wise to 
pay heed to the sides of the paths you cross. 

You might spot a bright flower blooming 
through the asphalt against all odds, delicately 
reminding you that today might be the birthday of 
someone you hold dear, or any other important 
event for that matter. 

There is always something hidden along our 
paths that hints to us where we’re heading to, a 
helpful sign other than the one that hangs above the 
motorway. It guides us through all roads, be they 
steel or stone, and even if both destination and 
journey appear to have been the same every day for 
the past eternity, it is never truly the same. 

In repetition lies perfection; a boon disguised in 
banality, or sometimes even insanity. It is because 
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you have seen it so often that your eyes have grown 
accustomed and tend to ignore it, but it is there; 
both happiness and success alike. It is there, buried 
somewhere along a road you have already walked in 
the past, trampled. I knew where mine was; past the 
gravel path of our local cemetery. Melancholy had 
gripped me like the vines that smothered her tomb, 
next to the unmarked grave of a phantom. 

I ventured forth and laid down on the same spot 
of grass as he did, right next to her grave. I slowly 
moved my hands through the soft, glabrous green 
blades. I felt it, with such intense clarity. I paid no 
more heed to any earthly sensations as I looked 
upwards with an empty glare, to the congregating 
clouds above, shaped like celestial cushions that 
gently drifted with divine and persistent pareidolia. 

It was not the clouds that I saw, as the sky was in 
fact an empty azure blue. It was every thought 
within me, every single memory flashing by: a flash 
of decades, in the blitz of a second. Joy and strife 
that finally, after all this time, pushed forth that 
perpetual pointer to the present with her four 
loudest ticks and his three loudest tocks. I was a 
young boy, on the shoulders of my father, exploring 
a distant past. I was a young boy, filled to the brim 
with curiosity, ready to push any boundary. A boy, 
on the edge of a cliff, pushed down by the harsh 
hand of fate. A young man crashing to the depths; 
stretching out his hand, hoping to hold on to 
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anything within grasp. A young man that found a 
glimmer of light down a tenebrous crevasse, 
looking for an answer other than the echo of his 
own cracking voice. A young man that would give 
up, as the shades of his own mind haunted him, 
dimming that splendour of dawn. A man that had 
learned how to walk again. I am the man with his 
Odyssey in Binary: I am Viktor Augustin. 


— EXORDIUM — 


01010100 01101111 00100000 0 
01110110 01100101 011100100 
00100000 01110100 011101110 
01010111 01100001 011011000 
01101000 00100000 01101100 0 
01101110 01100100 00100000 0 
00001101 00001010 01000001 00 


1001 
1100 
0100 
0101 
0010 


01100001 01111001 00100000 0 
01100001 00100000 011001110 
00100000 01101110 01101001 0 
01010100 01101111 00100000 0 
01101001 01101100 01100001 0 
01110100 00100000 01100100 0 


0100 
0010 
0011 
0000 
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10010 0 
00000 0 
01100101 01110010 01110011 011011110 


10010 00 


0 
00 
0 
00 
0 


0 
0 
0 
00 


0 
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00101 01100101 00100000 01100101 
00000 01100100 01100001 01111001 
00011 01100101 00001101 00001010 
00000 01100010 01101111 01110100 
00110 01110100 00100000 01100001 
01001 01100111 01101000 01110100 
00011 01110101 01101101 01100010 
01101 01100101 00100000 01100100 
01110 01110100 01101111 00100000 
01110 01110100 01101100 01100101 
01000 01110100 00001101 00001010 
00000 01110011 01101001 01101101 
01100 00100000 01111001 01100101 
00110 01100110 01100101 01110010 


01100101 01101110 01110100 00100000 01110011 01110101 01101110 01110010 


01101001 01110011 01100101 00001 
01110110 01100101 0110111000 
01110100 01101001 011101000 
01100101 01110010 011011010 
00001101 00001010 01000010 0 
01101110 00100000 01100001 00 


0 


0100 
1010 
0010 


01101110 01100101 00001101 0000 
00100000 01110100 01101000 01100 
01101110 00100000 01100001 011100 
00100000 01110100 01101000 01100 
00001101 00001010 01000001 0110 
01100100 01101001 01100011 01100 
01110100 00100000 01100011 0 
01100001 00100000 01100100 01100 
00001101 00001010 00001101 0000 
01101001 01101110 01100101 00 
01110100 01100011 01101000 0 
01110010 01110100 01101000 0 
01101111 01110101 011011100 
01110011 00100000 01110000 0 
01110101 01100001 011011000 
01110000 01100001 011011100 
01100101 01110100 00100000 0 


0 
0 


0 


0 


0 








0 


00 
00 
00 
00 
01 
00 
10 


0 
0 





0 
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00000 0 


00000 0 
00100000 01100001 01101110 01100100 00100000 01100001 00100000 0110111 
00 
00 


00 


00 


00000 0 


000 


000 
00 00 





00 
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0 
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00 


00 


00 


00001 01110011 01110100 01110011 00100000 


0 


0 
0 


0 





0 


01101110 01100111 01100101 01100100 00 


1001010 00001101 00001010 01000101 
10010 01100101 01110000 01100101 
01111 01101110 00100000 01110000 
10100 01100101 01110011 00100000 
10100 01110111 01100101 01100101 
11010 01100101 01110010 01101111 


001100 01101001 01101011 01100101 
00000 01101101 01101111 0110111 
01111 01110101 01101110 01100100 
00000 01110011 01110101 01101110 
00100 00100000 01100001 00100000 
00000 01110100 01101000 0110000 


10101 01100011 01100101 00100000 
10010 01101111 01110101 01110100 
10011 01110100 01110010 0110010 
10011 00100000 01100110 01110101 
10010 00001101 00001010 01100010 
00001 01110010 01101001 0110010 
10010 01110000 01100101 01110100 
11001 00100000 01100101 01111000 
00000 00001101 00001010 0101100 
01110 01100011 01101000 01100001 
00000 01110010 01100101 01101101 
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01100001 01101001 01101110 01110011 00100000 01110100 01101000 01100101 
00100000 01101100 01100001 01101110 01100100 00100000 00001101 00001010 
01000100 01100101 01101010 01100001 00100000 01110110 01110101 00101100 
00100000 01100001 01100111 01101001 00100000 01100001 01110101 01110100 


01110010 01100101 00001101 00001010 


Bid the old farewell when you can, as the longer it 
takes, the harder it will be to part from it. Do not 
force it, however, and accept the eternal fluidity of 
the cosmos. Welcome the change it brings like 
you'd welcome new friendships, both bitter and 
sweet. All in life serves a purpose for the best; your 
beating heart is a testament to that, and thank you, 
for listening to what mine had to say. 
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